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ABSTRACT 
Ethnography of Middle Level Online Writing Conference Groups:  Investigating 
Behaviors, Attitudes, and Discourse 
Hallee Nicole Adelman 
Sheila Vaidya, Ph.D. 
 
 
This study investigated the impact of a ten week Online Writing Conference (OWC) 
on participants' behaviors, attitudes, and discourse.  The researcher trained the 30, 
self-selecting sixth and seventh grade students on Internet Safety and bulletin board 
use.  She then became a member of each of the four (purposefully assigned) online 
writing conference groups.  Data collection consisted of pre/post Student and Parent 
Questionnaires, pre/post student completion of The Writing Attitude Survey, In-depth 
Student and Parent Interviews, OWC participation tracking, and researcher 
observations.  After coding and categorizing data, the researcher performed analyses 
using the constant comparative method. High Level Participant and Low Level 
Participant categories emerged.  (1) Students who were High Level Participants 
(HLPs) used the board because of quality feedback; they were more likely to use the 
OWC to obtain writing feedback. These students showed an awareness of social 
presence in their discourse.   As a result of the feedback and modeling provided in the 
OWC, HLPs reported increased confidence as writers, improved ability to provide 
writing feedback, increased interest in content-related or meaning- level writing 
support, improved ability in understanding problems in their writing. (2) Low Level 
Participants often claimed that they had busy schedules or "forgot" to participate in 
the OWC, implying suggested schedules might be necessary for some middle level 
students in online learning environments.  Low Level Participants (LLPs) had a 
significant decrease in attitudes towards writing    (p < .02, t=2.71, df=13)  and in the 
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frequency of their engagement in In School writing behaviors (p < .04, t=2.55, 
df=13).  All domains of effective writing were represented in board discourse, with 
writing content discussed the most.   Findings led to implications for writing and 
online instruction. These implications are presented along with suggestions for future 
research. 
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CHAPTER 1:  INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 
 
 
1.1  Overview 
Educators from elementary, secondary and higher education have persistently 
searched for strategies to help student writers improve.  The advent of new computer 
technologies has led to additional explorations in an attempt to identify benefits for 
student writers (Lichtenstein, 1996; Stivers, 1996).   Most of these investigations have 
taken place in higher education settings.  In fact, colleges and universities have 
pioneered explorations in the use of computers by student writers.  Word processing 
applications, which are useful for inputting composition text, formatting writing 
appearance, and checking composition spelling or grammar, have been used in 
college writing courses.  Many studies suggest that college level students who make 
use of word processing applications while composing improve their writing quality 
(Bangert-Drowns, 1993).   
Support to improve writing products and student writers through the use of 
technology became more individualized as synchronous (simultaneous) and 
asynchronous (not simultaneous) communication environments emerged.  In higher 
education, many writing teachers use a variety of technologies to conference online 
and host web-based discussions in an attempt to enhance student writing and support 
student self-reflection and assistance (Gruber, 1998).  Word processing applications 
and synchronous or asynchronous communication technologies have shown promise 
for higher education students.  Can these technologies also be used to support 
younger student writers? 
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As a teacher and researcher, I am most interested in addressing the needs of 
middle level students.  The terms “middle school” and “middle grades” are more 
commonly used when discussing students in grades 5 through 8.  However, the term 
“middle level” has been selected for this paper for its ability to encompass not only 
the specific grade levels, but also students aged 11 to 15 in the Formal Operational 
Period of cognitive development (Piaget, 1952).  The term will be used throughout 
this paper to better represent a level of development in which great strides in thinking 
and writing are realized.  There are four main reasons for my focus on this level 
student:  (a)  their specific need for “throughout the writing process support” as 
learned from my experience as a teacher and from researchers/writers in the field of 
writing education (Murray, 1989; Atwell, 1991);  (b)  their developmental abilities 
and needs (Piaget, 1952; Vygotsky, 1986);  (c)  their need for additional support as 
determined by country-wide testing (National Center for Educational Statistics, 
1998); and (d) their lack of presence in current research literature. 
1.2  Structure of this Paper 
In this chapter, the first three reasons (addressed in section 1.1) will be further 
discussed as background and theoretical perspectives to lay a foundation for research 
of the middle level student writers using technologies.  It is my goal to make it clear 
through my experience and reflection on practices, current research, and theory that 
further research is needed.  A problem statement along with a purpose for the 
research and significance of the study will also be included in this chapter.  In chapter 
two, I continue to present a context for this study with pertinent research in the areas 
of word processing technologies, writing conferences, communications technologies, 
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and online writing conferences.  Finally, chapter three provides specific methods for 
investigation and data analysis.   
1.3  Problem Background:  Personal Experience and Current Literature 
My six years of experience as an elementary educator helped to lay the 
foundation for my interest in middle level students.  In my years of teaching the 
fourth and fifth grades, former students often came after school to have a writing 
conference:  a discussion about a past, present or future piece of writing, the qualities 
of good writing, or the thinking behind writing choices made or considered.  In 
contrast, it was upsetting when a former student came and we could not conference 
because I was at a faculty meeting or in the classroom working with another student.  
These students, after all, were trying to get in process support for their writing.  I 
wanted to be able to offer conferences as a way to address student needs throughout 
all stages of their writing.  New possibilities for this support and conferencing 
emerged as the students and I gained access to technologies for Computer Mediated 
Communication (CMC), “any communication, transmission or reception, that takes 
place using the computer…” (Litke, 1998, p. 12).   
I read about some technology-based solutions other educators had used to 
meet the needs of their student writers.  Many college courses and student writing 
centers incorporated asynchronous technologies, or technologies in which students 
and professors can communicate by responding to one another’s messages at their 
convenience, rather than at the same time. Telementoring programs, which connect 
students and craft-specific mentors, have included the use of electronic mail and 
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online bulletin or discussion boards in order for students to have a way to conference 
about their writing. 
With easy access to electronic mail (email), I decided to explore its use for 
student writers. Journal reports shared accounts of student writers from elementary 
school through college who made use of email. In an article titled, Email “Tutoring” 
as Collaborative Writing, David Coogan (1998) shared email-based writing 
conferences that he had with a graduate student working on her thesis.  Coogan 
(1998) reported “Email allowed [them] to create an alternative writing space that was 
not, in [Coogan’s] view narrow or reductive, but was—and still is—filled with 
possibility” (p. 43).  Coogan shared many transcripts of the emails.  These transcripts 
were helpful in understanding the thinking behind his student’s writing and the 
changes chosen.  From the transcripts, I gleaned that an asynchronous communication 
tool may expose insights that many in person or face-to-face conferences could not. 
Email was also found to be useful when Apple’s Classrooms of Tomorrow 
(ACOT) conducted a case study at the Lauderdale Primary School in Florida.  The 
main question asked was, “What benefits were derived from the various e-mail 
exchange projects conducted by various teachers?”  Findings showed that there was 
an increase in the volume of writing, in the number of students taking up letter 
writing at home, and increased student motivation to learn (Hoggett, 1997) when 
email was used.   
After learning of many exciting results, I started giving out my email address 
to my former students in 1998.  Most students used the email address to send jokes or 
electronic cards, rather than to discuss writing.  Some who did discuss writing asked 
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questions about specific-writing products, usually with a “next-day” deadline.  Due to 
the purpose of the emails or to the lack of time for sufficient conferencing, the use of 
email alone was not as effective as I had hoped. 
Though some students benefited from last minute suggestions or support, I did 
not want to be a teacher who only helped students improve their writing pieces.  I 
wanted to help students reflect on themselves as writers, and improve as writers.  
When providing conferencing support to students, I did not want to tell them how to 
“fix” their drafts.   I held true to the postulate consistent with constructivist learning 
that students should not simply “receive” instruction.  Children need to construct their 
own meaning when learning.  Jean Piaget supported this belief with his cognitive 
constructivist stages of development.  He posited that although students must create 
their own meaning, their intellectual growth was developmental and related to child 
age- level (Piaget, 1952).  The ages of my student writers became critical. 
My former students were middle school-aged.  According to Piaget, students 
11-15 are in the Formal Operational Period of cognitive development.  This is a time 
when “mental operations … can be applied to purely verbal or logical statements, to 
the possible as well as the real, to the future as well as the present.”  (Miller, 1983, p. 
44).  Knowing that middle level students had so much potential from their 
developmental advances in reasoning and thought, I did not want our discussion of 
their writing merely to be about “fixing” a piece, rather than helping them improve 
their craft and thinking.    
I looked again to what else was being done with technologies and writing 
conferences in the field of education. I learned that Dakota State University’s writing 
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center was entirely online to support writers, no matter where they were located.  In 
addition, many centers, such as those at Purdue University and Princeton University, 
developed online presence to share writing tips with and provide resources for student 
writers.   
Again, I went back to the drawing board.  First, I decided to take a training 
course through Connected University (CU) for educators looking to become “Online 
Guides.”  I figured that if I was trying to guide student writers through conferencing, I 
should be educated in conducting these conferences online.  I passed the course and 
began an evening career of guiding and assisting guides for online development 
courses for educators.   
In the meantime, early in the 1999-2000 school year, I met with a colleague 
who taught many of the students who were approaching me for support.  She and I 
discussed the types of mini- lessons she would be offering to her students within the 
next two months.  In order to develop an “online presence” for these students, I 
created a website, entitled, The WriDer’s Web, on which students could find 
information and activities to support them during the writing process while reviewing 
their classroom instruction (Adelman, 1999).   
Though some of the students casually reported the site was useful, I still was 
not conferencing with my former students.  It was important to find out what thinking 
lay behind the student’s writing in order to see where a student went astray or hit a 
problem in his writing.  Conferencing is key to this philosophy. 
I started to learn about conferencing and bulletin board software, such as 
Daedaleus Interchange and First Class.  I also learned about writing conferences that 
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took place in synchronous, “realtime” environments, when the participants are 
communicating via computer simultaneously (as in Multi-User Object Oriented 
[MOOs] and Mulit-User Dungeon or Dimension [MUDs] and online chat 
environments).  These communications technologies have the benefit of being able to 
archive or save the “realtime” text-based discussions that have revealed student 
thoughts and student and teacher suggestions for improving writing.  The tracking of 
student discourse to better understand student writers’ thinking became a main goal 
for my future projects.   
Finally, in late October 1999, I launched an online project to support middle 
school-aged writers throughout the process of writing. “The writer needs response 
when it can do some good, when the writing can be changed; but in school we too 
often respond only when the writing is finished, when it’s too late.”  (Murray, 1989, 
p. 26).  Students needed to be able to get help at any time during their writing.  
Therefore, my project made use of communication technologies and my website. 
I decided to conference during a two-month time period with two middle level 
sixth grade writers.  We used the website I had created, America Online’s Internet 
relay chat (IRC, chat) and instant message (IM) capabilities, and email for greater 
support. I met the students online 2-3 times a week to synchronously conference 
about their writing with chat and instant messaging technologies.  The students and I 
communicated in real time about writing pieces and writing in general.  We shared 
suggestions and ideas to improve pieces of writing and to become better writers.  
Asynchronous technology was useful for students to put down thoughts and receive 
support outside of our scheduled conference time.  Students used email if a they 
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forgot to mention something during our real time conversations or wanted to schedule 
an additional chat session.  Again, this helped to support the belief that “the 
conference doesn’t just take place at one time in the writing process…” it takes place 
throughout.  (Murray, 1989, p. 121).  This was essential.  It translated into the need 
for the students to be able to access support from home as the process of writing 
extends beyond the school walls for most of our middle level students.   
Of key importance was the selection of the group of writers.  I chose to work 
in a triad because, as Jane Hansen (1987) so truly stated, “Authors don’t write for an 
audience of one.  They write for many readers and, therefore, our writers can’t write 
only for our response.” (p. 7).  In addition, I thought of the work of Lev Vygotsky, 
specifically his response to the work of Piaget that focuses on Social Constructivism.  
(Both Piaget and Vygotsky’s theories will be discussed in greater detail in section 1.7 
of this chapter).  Vygotsky (1986) found language to be a tool to help develop 
intellectual growth rather than believing that this growth was solely developmental.  
Therefore, Vygotsky embraced ideas such as culture and society are tools for 
cognitive development and community assists students in constructing meaning.  
According to Vygotsky, community, surroundings and students’own use of language 
should support them, so they can improve at a given craft.   
 I became interested, not just in finding the time to conference with students 
throughout the writing process, but also in understanding the behaviors, attitudes, and 
discourse of the participants.  Following the project, both of the students were 
interviewed.  When asked how the online conferencing sessions changed their writing 
behaviors, one student said, “I wait to the last minute [to write] and didn’t this time.  I 
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thought about all the ideas given to me and had to decide what I liked the best and 
how to fit it in.”   
The other participant shared: “I liked that I could get help over a weekend…I 
think [the online conferencing] made me think more—you had to write and think 
more because we knew we were going to meet.  I had to be ready to talk about what I 
did more.”   She also spoke about the piece of writing she created throughout the 
project.  “[Without the group,] it wouldn’t have been a good story because I would 
have just waited to do it.”  The same student reported that she would participate 
again.  She said, “It was helpful and kinda fun.  I think it was one of my better stories.  
After meeting, I have written some of my better stories because I understood how to 
‘show not tell’ better and stuff.”  
 Assuming the students were authentic in their responses, the comments 
shared show how online conferencing was helpful at times outside the school hours, 
when students might be engaged in the writing process. In addition, reflections 
indicate ideas not just about improving a draft, but also about improving as writers--
exactly what I was hoping to achieve.  
I found there was a need for out-of-class support for middle level writers.  
Students across the United States take a writing assessment in grades 4, 8, and 12.  
On this National Assessment of Educational Progress 1998:  Writing Report Card for 
the Nation and the States, 16% of America’s elementary and middle level students 
evaluated on their writing scored at the “below basic” level.  The percentage of 
students who performed “below basic” grew to 22% at the high school level (National 
Center for Education Statistics (NCES), 1999).  The National Council of the Teachers 
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of English (NCTE) put out a statement expressing concern about the scores of the 
high school students.  Knowing that middle level students have more cognitive 
maturity and ability than their 4th grade counterparts (Miller, 1983), it is unacceptable 
that the percentage of students performing “below basic” on the Writing Report Card 
did not decrease for the middle level, grade 8 students. 
 Middle level students who took the Writing Report Card also completed 
surveys.  The 1999 report of these surveys revealed that 91.2% of these students 
reported using the computer to compose writing (NCES, 1999).   Middle level 
students are using technologies in their role as writers.  Therefore, explorations 
should be done to examine how these students can be impacted as writers by the use 
of specific technologies.   
 As in higher education, use of word processing technologies has been 
explored with younger, middle leve l students.  Compared to research with college 
level students, studies done with middle school students did not always have 
“improved writing quality” as the dependent variable.  When it was a factor, it was 
often defined differently among studies.  Overall, findings for middle level students 
did reveal increased collaboration and conferencing among peers throughout the 
writing process, and (the goal of many revision researchers) increased global 
revisions, or changes made to a piece of writing that affect overall meaning and not 
basic grammar or syntax (Owston & Wideman, 1992; Philips, 1995; Synder, 1993).  
 Larry Cuban (1986) author of Teachers and Machines:  The Classroom Use of 
Technology Since 1920 reminds educators and researchers to look at student learning 
and needs first, and then at when technology can be integrated, if at all.  Literature on 
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middle level writers supports that teacher-student and peer writing conferences are 
effective for improving student writing (Blake, 1992; Wilcox, 1997), supporting idea 
formation (Atwell, 1991), and aiding students in providing more specific and higher 
quality writing feedback (Farnan & Fearn, 1993).  “Peer conferences foster a sense of 
community among students and provides them the opportunity for interaction and 
sharing of ideas which could influence their writing style” (Blake, 1992, p. 20).  
Nancie Atwell (1991), author of In the Middle and Side by Side:  Essays on Teaching 
to Learn, adds that conferencing is one of the sources of ideas for students’ best 
pieces of writing.  
 Asynchronous and synchronous technologies that support writing conferences 
should be examined for middle level students.  Communications technologies can 
help form communities among middle level students (Bruckman, 1997).  In addition, 
they can provide new relationships between students and adult writing guides.  To 
date, there have been some reports of communication technologies used with middle 
level writers.  Email and bulletin or discussion board technologies have been 
infrequently used with middle level student writers.  When they have been used, they 
are often incorporated in telementoring projects “a mentoring relationship or program 
in which the primary form of contact between the mentor and mentee is made through 
the use of telecommunication media…” (Wighton, 1993, ¶ 3).  Published authors 
have been paired with entire classes in order to conference with students about their 
writing (Hrabinsky & Vekar, 1994).  These technologies have been used with middle 
level students and community members or college and graduate level students for the 
purpose of exchanging feedback about writing and writing pieces (Burniske, 1998; 
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Schlosnagle Cowden, 1997; Yocum, 1999; Stivers, 1996).  Data is not always 
collected when writing programs integrate learning technologies.  In fact, when data 
is collected it often reflects holistic student writing quality, looking more towards 
overall change in writing pieces than changes in the individual writers.    
1.4  Problem Statement 
Student writers who access specific support technologies for writing need to 
be investigated.  Technologies used for supporting student writers have been used less 
at the middle level than with college students.  Programs with middle level students 
that allow for conferencing and communication technologies are often run without 
assessing their effectiveness or effects on the behaviors, attitudes and discourse of the 
student writers.  Existing research fails to provide sufficient data to help educators 
and researchers make future choices about why and how these technologies should be 
used with middle level writers.   
In most reports and studies found to date, middle level students are accessing 
these technologies from school.  However, “…most students do their writing on their 
own computers at home” (Childers, Jordan & Upton, 1998, p. 141).  Therefore, 
students should have the opportunity to incorporate the use of communication 
technologies from home, throughout the writing process.  Donald Murray (1989), a 
prolific writer in the area of composition, reminds us that students need responses 
throughout the entire process of writing and not just when a piece is completed. The 
response that Murray refers to should come in the form of conferencing while 
students are engaged in writing.  Often, face-to-face conference dialogue is forgotten, 
leaving students unable to recall ideas they had or suggestions they received.  
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Teachers also might have difficulty recognizing student advances made over time if 
conference dialogue is not saved.  However, if this conferencing takes place with 
communication technologies, support can be archived.  This provides an added bonus 
as teachers, students, and researchers can reflect and analyze conference discourse to 
better understand what students need and understand as writers.  In addition, 
communication technologies offer an outlet for conferencing that can extend beyond 
the school walls and classroom schedules, when many students use their computers to 
write.  
The focus of research in this area should be on the improvement of our middle 
level students as writers, rather than on improved writing pieces.  Far too often 
compositions are used to judge the changes in the writer.  With holistic scoring as the 
main evaluation tool, we often learn that a writing piece had improved but do not 
know how it improved or what about it is more sophisticated.  Recently, holistic 
scoring guides have been replaced by domain or analytic scoring guides which outline 
the qualities of effective writing for students.  In the state of Pennsylvania, these 
domains are focus, content, organization, style and conventions.  If our goal is to look 
at changes in middle level writers accessing communication technologies from home, 
we should be using the domains of writing as a guide to code the conference dialogue 
and insights of these writers.  Though writing is often evaluated with these domains 
in mind, we do not yet know if students consider these domains while they are 
writing.  It is important to discover if and how these domains are addressed, if at all, 
by our middle level students.  Some students may be unaware of the domains or may 
harbor misunderstandings about their meaning or their impact on writing pieces.  
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Therefore, the review of domain-based discourse could lead to valuable insights 
regarding direct instruction needs. 
A study which examines the behaviors, attitudes, and discourse of middle 
level students who are offered conferencing support via communication technologies 
is absent in the current research.   
1.5  Purpose of the Study 
The purpose of this ethnographic study will be:  a)  to provide a holistic 
portrait of  middle level student writers accessing communication technologies for 
conference support; and  b)  to fill a gap in existing research by investigating the 
behaviors, attitudes and discourse of middle level writers accessing conferencing 
support from home and throughout the writing process.   
This study will shed light on the frequency of middle level writers accessing 
support throughout the writing process, the purpose of middle level writers’ 
participation, the nature of the support students request and offer (as referenced in the 
Pennsylvania Department of Education’s writing domains), and the attitudes middle 
level writers have about support offered via communications technology.  This study 
will investigate what the online conferencing environment is like and how it is used 
by the middle level students.  The data and findings from this study will likely impact 
educators, researchers, the Pennsylvania Department of Education, parents of middle 
level students, and the students themselves.   
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1.6  Research Questions 
Three major questions have been developed to guide this ethnographic study:  
1. How will middle level students behave when they participate in an  
Online Writing Conference group?                                                                                                                             
2. How does access to an Online Writing Conference group impact 
student attitudes? 
3. Will access to an Online Writing Conference group affect student 
discourse relating to the five writing domains? 
 The following sub-questions were created to help narrow the focus of the 
study and to better define the terms “behaviors” and “attitudes” when referring to the 
middle level writers. 
a. How often will students access the Online Writing Conference ?  
When will students access the Online Writing Conference? 
b. Why will students access the Online Writing Conference  (e.g. to 
socialize, get feedback, provide feedback, etc.)? 
c. In what domains of writing will student and teacher discourse fall?  
Will this change over the course of the group’s existence?  
d. Will student participants notice changes in their (at home and in 
school) behaviors as writers (e.g. frequency of writing, frequency of 
drafting and redrafting, etc.)?  Will the parents of the student 
participants notice changes in their children’s (at home) writing 
behaviors?  
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e. Will student participants notice changes in their computer use 
behaviors?  Will parents of the student participants notice changes in 
their children’s computer use behaviors? 
f. What attitudes or feelings do students have about writing?  Will this 
change over the course of the group’s existence?  
g. How do students and parents feel about the online environment for the 
writing conference? 
h. How do students define “effective writing”?  Will this change over the 
course of the group’s existence? 
As is common with ethnographic research, questions are developed and used 
as guidelines. Typical with ethnographic studies, “…the questions [will be] under 
continual review and reformulation…” (Creswell, 1994, p. 71) as the design and 
focus emerges.   
1.7  Theoretical Perspectives 
 Several distinct theories helped to drive and shape this study.  The assumption 
that conferencing is key in supporting student writers was important to help define 
what writers may need throughout the writing process (Atwell, 1987).  In addition, 
online conferencing was selected, in part, due to the assumption that writing is 
thinking (Murray, 1989; Britton, 1972).  Since students create written discourse in 
online conference situations, they not only “write to think” when composing, but also 
when they discuss their ideas, drafts, and writing processes.   
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 In order to best meet the developmental learning needs for this study’s middle 
level students, specific theories related to cognitive development (Piaget, 1952), 
social learning (Vygotsky, 1986), and modeling (Miller, 1983) were referenced.   
 In this section of the proposal, these theories are discussed to provide an 
underpinning focus for this research.   
1.7.1  Conferencing as Key to Writing Support 
Donald Murray, Donald Graves, Nancie Atwell and Reggie Routman are just 
some of the most well known researchers and authors on student writing.  All 
recognize the importance of conferencing with middle level students about their 
writing.  They have tried to identify and define what makes conferencing effective as 
many educators were using conferences to tell students only what needs to be fixed in 
a piece of writing.  We now know that in order to define conferencing, we must first 
look at the needs of our writers.  As Routman (2000) shares, “Conferencing takes 
place every time we meet with a student to celebrate their writing, give requested 
teacher- initiated feedback on content and form, respond to revisions, and provide 
support for final editing…Whatever happens in a conference should assist the writer 
in what she is trying to do [throughout the writing process]”  (p. 309).  Nancie Atwell 
who gears her work specifically towards the middle school student shares this vision 
of conferencing and tries to let educators know the purpose of the conference.   
Atwell (1987) states, “The point of a writing conference isn’t to get kids to revise.  In 
fact, there isn’t any one point to be made by a writing conference…The nature of the 
    18 
talk…depends on what a writer needs…” (p. 88). Murray (1989) agrees with this 
individualized approach: 
Sometimes a writer’s needs are specific—Will this lead make you read on?  
Do you understand my definition of photosynthesis?  Have I gone off track on 
page 4? —but most of the time the writer simply needs to hear, by talking at 
someone else, what the writer, himself or herself, has to say about the text.  
The writer, after all, every writer, is continually teaching himself or herself to 
write (p. 27).   
 
As Murray (1989) points out, conferences geared to meeting student needs empower 
students as writers and are key to supporting middle level writers.   
Beyond this vision of conferencing to meet student needs, hallmark 
characteristics of effective conferences have evolved.  Researchers found that 
students should be in charge of the conference in order for them to develop ideas 
about effective writing and to clarify their thoughts (Graves, 1983).  A teacher must 
also nurture middle level student writers with honest and specific positive feedback 
during conferences in order to increase student writers’ motivation to write (Wilcox, 
1997). Peers can also serve as valuable conferencing partners for middle level student 
writers (Benson, 1979). 
 When should we have these conferences?  This is also a key component for 
effective conferencing.  “Because writing is such hard work, the writer always needs 
supportive messages along with suggestions for changes”  (Routman, 1994, p. 166).   
“The conference doesn’t just take place at one time in the writing process…” 
(Murray, 1989, p. 121) it takes place throughout.  When students constantly discuss 
their in-process writing (writing in the prewriting, drafting, revising, editing and/or 
publishing stages) they better understand the meaning behind their writing choices.  
This in process conferencing also allows students to look at co-sections of the text 
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and not feel overwhelmed if they need to clarify or elaborate on ideas for their 
readers.   
 But what happens if conferences are written exchanges instead of verbal ones?  
This is what occurs in online conferencing.  Can online conferencing affect the 
individual writer?  The assumption that writing is thinking can help in provid ing 
answers to these questions.   
1.7.2  Writing is Thinking 
As James Britton (1972) has repeatedly shared, learning to write seems to 
follow the acquisition of oral speech.  Students begin writing the same way in which 
they speak, suggesting that thought can also be expressed as writing.  Students can 
use writing “not just for setting down ideas that have been previously clarified in the 
writer’s mind, but … as a heuristic for clarifying one’s thoughts, for working out 
ideas” (Keane, 1994, p. 104).   
Donald Murray (1989) supports this theory: “Writing is not thinking reported, 
it is thinking; many times it is such a sophisticated and subconscious kind of thinking, 
we don’t even call it thinking”  (p. 111).   Yocum (1999) draws the connection 
between technology and writing to think,  “…if we are to prepare students to use 
[technology] in ways that will benefit them in the future, we need to find methods for 
engaging middle level learners in writing as a way of thinking” (p. 9).  When students 
create a written record of their dialogue during a conference situation, they can 
process their ideas as thoughts.  It is in this way that online conferencing can have 
additional benefits for the individual participants.  As mentioned, an online 
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conference can provide a record of the ideas students choose to discuss their drafts 
and issues about effective writing.  This information should be valuable and assumes 
that we can track the changes in student thinking by archiving records of conferences 
held via communications technologies.  These records will be used to track student 
domain-based discourse. 
But how should these online, writing to think conferences be constructed if 
they are to also meet the learning needs of middle level students?  The next two 
subsections address this from a developmental perspective. 
1.7.3  Child Development Theory 
As Piaget has theorized, students 11-15 are functioning in the Formal 
Operational Period.  In this period, “Mental operations … can be applied to purely 
verbal or logical statements, to the possible as well as the real, to the future as well as 
the present”  (Miller, 1983, p. 44).  Students form hypotheses during this stage.  
Thought becomes “logical, abstract and hypothetical” (Miller, 1983, p. 63).  
Contrasting the previous developmental period, the Concrete Operational stage, 
students no longer work at a concrete level; a plan guides problem solving (Miller, 
1983).   
This increased cognitive ability can lead students to more accurately view 
their work and writing.  This is why discussions about writing make sense for middle 
level students.  Piaget (1963/1969b) states, “As far as propositional or formal 
operations are concerned, one can find their principal forms in language:  implication 
(“if…then”), exclusive or non-exclusive disjunction (“either…or”).” (p. 122).   
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Conferencing with students in the Formal Operational Period of cognitive 
development allows students to predict how their writing can affect their readers.  
Students aged 11-15 are also less self-centered and more likely to revisit their work 
and their ideas about effective writing.  Piaget (1969a) posits, “…the assumption of a 
contradictory opinion is admitted in order to show the necessary consequences to 
which this opinion would lead.” (p. 24)  Middle level students begin to evaluate 
writing feedback and to envisage its possible effects on a reader.  
Online writing conferences can be used to support students in the Formal 
Operational Period.  Student writers ages 11-15 should be considered for further 
investigations in this area as the use of this conferencing support is developmentally 
appropriate.   
1.7.4  Social Learning Theory and Modeling 
Theories targeting effective learning methods suggest that students should 
conference with skilled adults and peers.  Responsible for this social learning theory, 
Lev Vygotsky took Piaget’s theory of child development a step further.  Vygotsky 
(1986) discusses the zone of proximal development or “the discrepancy between a 
child’s actual mental age and the level he reaches in solving problems with 
assistance” (p. 187) through teacher or peer support.  In other words, Vygotsky’s 
theory suggests that students can surpass their level of cognitive development by 
learning with and from others such as experts, adults, or skilled peers.  
The idea of social learning through conferencing has been adopted by writing 
researchers.  “Although reflection can occur in isolation, it is the act of explaining 
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ourselves to ourselves through expressing ourselves to others that enhances learning 
and that clearly locates reflective analysis in the social arena” (Underwood, 1998, p. 
20).  Teachers and peer groups should be writing and discussing writing among 
themselves and with each other.  Janet Emig posits that writing “is a process 
enhanced by working with other writers…” (in Gass 1998, p. 27).  Most important, 
“Writers need colleagues who share the same struggle to make meaning with words.  
As we write…we practice a lonely craft, and we need writer friends who can assure 
us, remind us of past successes, suggest possible alternatives, give us a human 
response to a changing text” (Murray, 1989, p. 27).  Working in this group or 
community of writers can aid the growth of student writers.   
Groups such as communities of writers can be responsible for enlightening 
individuals as they observe the discourse of others.  Vygotsky (1986) reported, 
“…imitation and instruction play a major role [in a child’s development].  They bring 
out the specifically human qualities of the mind and lead the child to new 
developmental levels” (p. 187).  It is often through imitation or modeling that 
students reach new levels in their thinking.  Working in conferencing groups could 
provide the benefit of modeling.  Bandura & Walters made a significant contribution 
to social learning theory by introducing the concept of modeling, a method to change 
or acquire behaviors.  Bandura coined the term “vicarious reinforcement” (Miller, 
1983, p. 193) to describe what happens when someone maintains or starts a behavior 
because someone else is praised for it.  As the idea evolved, Bandura focused less on 
imitation and more on the acquisition of behaviors as a result of modeling.  He coined 
the term “abstract modeling” (Miller, 1983, p. 202) to refer to what happens when 
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someone creates a general rule after observing specific behaviors.  In a group 
conference support environment, students can learn to imitate, model and acquire new 
skills from their teachers and peers.   
In the field of writing education, Farnan & Fearn (1993) found in their 
yearlong examination of 6th graders (meeting weekly to share writing and get 
feedback) that peers did provide feedback which their teachers had modeled (focusing 
on detail, clarity and craft of writing).  “Teachers may need to model how they think 
through the problems that they encounter as they write.  It may be helpful for teachers 
to examine their own writing process and to place themselves in the same kind of 
risky writing situations in which they place their students”  (Dahl & Farnan, 1998, p. 
48).  This sharing and modeling is useful in influencing middle level students as they 
work to improve as writers. 
Beyond affecting students’ progress as writers, social learning makes sense 
for other reasons for middle level students. Strauss and Irvin (2000) share: 
Young adolescents work through the developmental tasks of adolescence 
within a primarily social framework so there is a tremendous need to belong 
to a group, to feel accepted, to communicate, to compare and to share with 
each other and members of the school staff  (¶ 8). 
 
It is in a group setting that students can “begin to work in a context of shared success”  
(Murray, 1989, p. 25).  
Learning in social contexts can also provide an authentic audience for student 
writing.  Students need to write for an audience la rger than the teacher (Schlosnagle 
Cowden, 1997). This is viewed as critical for the development of students’ writing 
ability (Graves, 1983). The zone of proximal development, in which students are able 
to learn from skilled assistance and extend beyond their level of development, 
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provides a theoretical foundation to support expert led group conferences.  “Graves 
reconsiders the central role of writing conferences in providing instruction for 
children, contending that significant instruction in writing also comes through the 
social interactions among children and their independent experimentation with 
writing”  (Dahl & Farnan, 1998, p. 38).  In addition, “we have to create an 
environment in which …[students] may learn to write by teaching us their subject, 
listening to our reaction to it, and revising their text until we are taught”  (Murray, 
1989, p. 19).  This type of learning fills an academic as well as a social need for 
middle level students.   
Overall, social learning and modeling can help middle level students extend 
beyond their developmental potential.  In addition, learning and conferencing in 
group contexts are also valuable for this age-group of students who are constantly 
trying to create meaning in social contexts.  Therefore, it should be beneficial for 
middle level student writers to conference with teachers and peers about their work 
and their ideas of effective writing.  
 The ideas that conferencing is key to writing support and writing is thinking 
support online writing conference environment s.  The theories of cognitive child 
development and social learning underscore the importance of these environments 
specifically for middle level students.  Conferences, which include written discourse 
of teachers and students in the Formal Operational Period of cognitive development, 
are supported by the theories presented. These online writing conferences are further 
supported by current research shared in chapter two of this proposal.  
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1.8  Definition of Terms 
 Before proceeding with the field research, it is important to clarify some of the 
terms used throughout this proposal. Definitions have been provided in two 
categories:  writing-related and technology-related terms.  The words within each 
category are presented alphabetically for ease of future use.   
 1.8.1  Writing-Related Terms 
1.  Domains of writing:  The characteristics of effective writing.  The 
Pennsylvania State Department of Education labels these as:  focus, content, 
organization, style and conventions.   
 2.  Holistic writing product :  A written composition with a summative 
evaluation used to provide an overall response or score. 
3.  Middle level student writer:  Any student, aged 11-15, who creates  
compositions in and/or out of school.   
4.  Process approach to writing:  An author’s recursive and blended 
 use of the five stages of the writing process.   
5.  Stages of the writing process:  The five stages that guide the 
 process of writing namely (though often with slightly different terms) “prewriting, 
drafting, revising, editing and publishing”  (Lytle and Botel, 1996, p. 50). 
 6.  Writing:  “…a complex language process involving the construction, 
analysis, interpretation and communication of ideas”  (Lytle and Botel, 1996, p. 48).   
7.  Writing conference:  A discussion between a writer and others who intend 
to understand what the writer knows so that he/she can be effectively helped with 
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his/her writing (Graves, 1994, p. 59).  Conferences are often held between a student 
and a teacher, between a student and a student, or among peers in a larger group.   
8. Writing process or composing process:  See Stages of the writing process. 
1.8.2  Technology-Related Terms 
1.  Asynchronous:  “Not simultaneous in time, such as the 
communication that occurs when folks send and receive e-mail messages or post 
items to public discussion groups on the internet”  (Harris, 1998, p.65).   
2.  Bulletin boards or discussion boards:  Technologies  
used for the exchange and posting of messages and ideas by groups or individuals 
who need not be online simultaneously.   
3.   Communications technologies:  Technologies in which information is 
being passed “between a sender and one or more receivers” (Azarmsa, 1993, p. 266).   
4.   Electronic mail (Email):  “The use of telecommunications for sending 
textual messages from one person to another”  (Azarmsa, 1993, p. 270).   
5.  Internet:  “The worldwide collection of interconnected information  
Networks that allow computer users to share information with one another in different 
forms…” (Harris, 1998, p. 66).   
6.   Online:  “ The state of currently using Internet tools or resources of any 
type”  (Harris, 1998, p. 66). 
7.  Online writing conference:  A writing conference that makes use of 
Internet tools.   
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8.  Synchronous or Realtime:  “Simultaneous in time, such as the kind of 
communication that use of IRC [Internet Relay Chat] allows…” (Harris, 1998, p. 66). 
9.  tele-:  “A prefix meaning ‘at a distance’” (Harris, 1998, p. 67).  As an 
example, teleconferencing would mean conferencing done at a distance. 
10.  Word processing applications:  Computer programs that along with other 
functions allow for the input, formatting and correcting of text. 
1.9  Delimitations and Limitations 
This section will present the ways the study is delimited and in some ways 
limited.   
1.9.1  Delimitations 
This study was confined to middle level learners, specifically sixth and 
seventh grade students in one suburban school.  In order to further narrow the scope 
of this study one asynchronous communication technology, an electronic bulletin 
board, was used as the main forum for the writing conference.  
1.9.2  Limitations  
All participants in the study were student volunteers.  Because of the specific 
self-selected sample, generalizations are not made for all middle level student writers.  
Statistical significance is not the goal of this ethnographic study.  Instead, the goal is 
to present a portrait of behaviors, attitudes and discourse as they are impacted through 
an online writing conference.   
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The group setting and the online transmissions could make some students 
behave in a way that they would not normally.  However, the nature of the 
researcher’s relationship as a former teacher in the research site may help to decrease 
reactivity of student participants.  In addition, the length of the study may also help to 
lessen reactivity as students should be able to adapt to and respond normally in the 
online, group setting. Another attempt to reduce artificial reactions will be made by 
“guaranteeing anonymity, assuring confidentiality, and promising that the data will be 
used in an ethical manner” (Vockell & Asher, 1995, p. 144).   
1.10  Study Significance 
The data from this investigation will likely provide insights to educators about 
the types of assistance middle level writers will seek throughout the writing process, 
the changes in frequency of writing when support is offered outside of school, and the 
interest middle level students have in using communication technologies to discuss 
writing.  This information may be used in the classroom as well. 
  Researchers in the area of writing will be provided with information about 
the domains that middle level writers inquire about and offer feedback in while 
engaged in online conferencing.  They will also be supplied with data to indicate if 
the writers’ attitudes towards writing change if online conferencing support is offered 
throughout the writing process.   In addition, researchers will be able to determine any 
value added by having online conferencing throughout the writing process and what 
the environment is like for middle level participants.   
The Pennsylvania Department of Education or PDE (1999) assesses student 
ability to respond to writing prompts, which have been created as part of the 
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Pennsylvania System of State Assessment (PSSA).  Writing pieces are evaluated in 
the five domain areas. This study can enlighten the PDE by unveiling if and how 
middle level students consider the writing domains.  In addition, the PDE can 
consider the value of online writing conferences for students taking the state 
assessment.   
Parents of middle level students can use the information gathered to make 
decisions about what technologies can be brought into the home for use by their 
young writers.  In addition, the parents of the students in this particular study will also 
be provided with information about their children and what these students ask for and 
think about when it comes to bettering themselves as writers.   
Though many middle level students can be indirectly affected by the future 
choices made as a result of this study, the middle level learners who participate in this 
research will be provided with free writing conference support over several months in 
which they will be guaranteed a response to any direct writing question within a 48-
hour period.  This lapse is considered a benefit as students will have time to think of 
their own responses.  These students will also have the opportunity to interact with 
other young writers and have an authentic and supportive audience with which to 
share their writing pieces.   
The goal for this study is to hopefully provide educators, researchers, the 
Pennsylvania Department of Education, middle-level parents of students, and the 
student participants in this study with new insights related to middle level student 
writers.   
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CHAPTER 2:  REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 
 
2.1  History of Writing Research 
Thirty years ago, research in the area of writing examined the outcome of 
writing or the final, holistic product.  Then, Emig (1971) conducted a case study of 
12th graders, which changed the focus of writing investigations and even the idea of 
the writing process.  The eight subjects engaged in think aloud behaviors while they 
wrote.  From the data collected, it was clear that educators were too focused on the 
mechanics of writing, and their instruction did not address the writing process that 
students actually used.  Emig’s study served as a turning point for other researchers 
who began to explore writing as a recursive, rather than a linear, process.   
First, Murray (1978) assigned labels to stages of the writing process to show 
the development and redevelopment of writing pieces. Studies investigating the 
student writing process continued as researchers tried to define the process used by 
skilled and mature writers.  Skilled and unskilled writers were examined, and findings 
showed that both groups used the recursive process, often revisiting work to plan 
post-draft or to revise mid-draft. Unskilled writers had more variable writing 
behaviors and less of a global sense of their text (Perl, 1979; Graves, 1982).    
The process used by younger student writers was also examined to see if 
differences existed among students of various ages.  Calkins (1982) found that the 
writing process was much the same for her subjects, students aged six through ten.  
However, younger students revised their writing less and made more surface- level 
changes, mostly word-based changes (Graves, 1980; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1986; 
Sommers, 1980).  Student ability to diagnose problems in writing and to make more 
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global, meaning- level,  revisions improved in the middle school years (Bereiter & 
Scardamalia, 1987).  Overall, all writers used a recursive process.  However, the more 
effective the writer, the more likely he was to identify problems, to make global or 
meaning- level changes and to have a complete “sense” of his text. 
With the process of writing identified as being comparable for all levels of 
writers, researchers became involved in trying to understand how to help student 
writing improve holistically.  Researchers found that a student’s self-confidence in 
writing did not lead to improved writing pieces, but did motivate students to write 
more (Daiker, 1989; Zak, 1990).  This motivation is useful in keeping students 
practicing their craft.  It was then determined that critical reading played a key role in 
a student’s vision and revision of his text (Birnbaum, 1982; Fitzgerald, 1989). Finally, 
feedback was examined.  Researchers found that the type of feedback offered was key 
in helping students make necessary revisions in both texts and thoughts as writers 
(Swaim, 1998).  Answering teacher-guided questions in groups as well as direct 
revision instruction also helped beginning writers revise and improve writing pieces 
(Fitzgerald & Stamm, 1990). 
Today, there is still a focus on the recursive process of writing.  In fact, 
educators and researchers now want to know what helps our students improve as 
writers.  Feedback is often examined in the context of conferencing, discussions 
between a writer and others who intend to understand what the writer knows so that 
he can be effectively helped with his writing (Graves, 1994).  Hence, feedback on a 
student’s writing is a highly individualized process, recognizing that each writer may 
need something different in order to improve.   
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 There is less concern with the holistic product of writing.  The Pennsylvania 
Department of Education has demonstrated a change in evaluating student writing to 
better focus on writers’ needs.  With a shift to domain scoring in the year 2000, PDE 
showed its intention to know exactly which area students need support as individual 
writers, delineating domains: focus, content, organization, style or conventions.   
Many writing classes look different today than they did thirty years ago when 
the revolution in writing research began.  In fact, computer labs and computers in the 
classrooms are changing the medium with which many students compose and 
communicate about writing.  Wiles & Bondi (1993) state that the use of computers 
enhances learning for young adolescents.   This being the research focus here, studies 
incorporating the use of technology by middle level writers are reviewed.  A review 
of studies in which middle- level students make use of word processing technologies 
and asynchronous communication technologie s is included.  Also included in this 
review is additional information on the writing conference and middle level students 
for the purpose of outlining qualities needed for effective conferences.  Asynchronous 
communications technologies, which have become more accessible to our students, 
are also examined before final research on online conferences is presented.   The goal 
of this section is to highlight gaps in the current research and to provide an extensive 
background for the proposed study.  
2.2  Word Processing Technologies 
 Word processors and word processing applications such as  Claris® Works 
(Hearn & Holdaway, 1988) and Microsoft® Word (Microsoft Corporation, 1983-
2000) made their way into schools and writing classes across the country in the 
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1980s.  Today, the integration of these technologies is often seamless in middle level 
writing classes as students compose in computer labs and on personal computers in 
the classroom and at home.   
 Many researchers have looked at the effects of the use of these word 
processing applications on student writing quality, essay length, attitudes, and 
composing behaviors.  At the college level, most studies suggest that the use of word 
processing applications leads to improved writing quality (Bangert-Drowns, 1993).   
Several studies which use middle level writers as subjects are reviewed here. 
 The goal of Smith’s (1989) study was to determine if the use of a word 
processing application changed the way students composed.  Six, 5th grade male 
student writers were first trained to use Bank Street Writer (Harris, 1982) and were 
screened for their competency in utilizing specific functions.  For a period of ten 
weeks, students were observed writing both with and without the word processing 
application.  After behaviors during all stages of the writing process were coded with 
a checklist, Smith found that students’ individual writing style shaped how they used 
the word processing application (and carried over when they used the software to 
compose).  In other words, the process a student used to write was not affected by the 
word processing application. 
 In 1996, Lichtenstein looked at the effect of word processing on writing 
achievement.  In this quasi-experimental study of 32 students split between two, pre-
formed classes, both the experimental and control groups used the computer.  
However, the experimental group had daily writing time using Claris®Works (Hearn 
& Holdaway, 1988) while the control group used the computer once a week, often for 
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purposes other than writing.  The treatment lasted for five months.  Using a holistic 
scoring guide, Lichtenstein found that there was no significant difference in writing 
quality between the two groups.  Different teachers for the groups as well as the use 
of a holistic guide could have been limitations for this study or confounding elements. 
The title of Dybdahl, Shaw, and Blahous’ (1997) study,  The impact of the 
computer on writing:  No simple answers, sums up some of the research on the use of 
word processing applications by middle level writers.  In this quasi-experimental 
study, forty-one, 5th grade students from two middle level classes wrote a pre-test 
sample using pen and paper.  Then, the experimental group used MacWrite 
(Wigginton, Ruder, & Breuner, 1984) to compose for 45 minutes each day.  Both 
groups were given the same writing assignments throughout the course of the study.  
After six months of treatment, the groups were given a final assignment to complete 
using the dominant writing medium for their group.  Though the experimental group 
was noted to write longer sentences, there was no significant difference between the 
groups when it came to writing quality. This was determined using a holistic scoring 
guide.      
From Smith’s, Lichtenstein’s and Dybdahl’s (et.al.) studies alone, it does not 
appear that the use of the word processing software during composition would help 
middle level students improve as writers.  However, the use of holistic scoring guides 
to determine improved writing quality could be a major flaw in the design of these 
studies.  With these guides, the qualities of effective writing are scored, combined and 
often averaged to determine a score.  Improvement in one area or domain of writing is 
difficult to recognize when holistic marks are offered, especially when statistical 
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significance is expected.  These scores do not let readers evaluate what area the 
individual writer has improved upon; they merely indicate if some improvement is 
realized in a particular piece of writing. 
When researchers look at the individual domains of writing by using a domain 
or analytic scoring system to code writing, results indicate that the use of word 
processing technologies can be promising. The same is true when researchers explore 
changes in students’ revision behaviors as described below. 
Owston, Murphy and Wideman (1991-1992) conducted multiple studies with 
middle level students using word processing technologies.  In the studies discussed 
here, students selected were from four, 8th grade classes and were considered 
“experienced” users of word processing applications.  A repeated measures design 
was used in one study in which students used both word processing applications and 
pen and paper with which to write (1991).  When a domain-based, analytic scoring 
guide was used with student writing samples, it was determined that compositions 
were significantly higher in the areas of mechanics and overall quality when students 
used the word processor to compose.  In addition, students felt positive about writing 
with the word processor as determined by the Fitch Attitude Survey (Fitch, 1985).   
In Owston, Murphy and Wideman’s (1992) study titled, The Effects of Word 
Processing on Students’ Writing Quality and Revision Strategies, findings showed 
that when students composed using word processing applications, they scored higher 
in four domains of the analytic scoring guide used.  Again, the student sample 
consisted of 8th grade, middle level writers who had previous experience using the 
application and its features. 
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Writing improvement was realized in specific domain areas of middle level 
writers’ compositions.  However, researchers wanted to know if the improvements 
and changes students made to their writing in the form of revisions were also more 
sophisticated, representing higher-level thinking.   
Revision is viewed as an important part of student writing (Murray, 1978; 
Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1986).  Fitzgerald (1987) concluded in her review of writing 
revision literature that “revision behavior tends to change with …competence” (p. 
491).  That is, the type of revisions made improves with cognitive development.  
Some researchers have supported that younger or less skilled writers make more 
surface or lower level revisions (such as spelling or syntactical changes) than global 
or higher level ones such as meaning changes, block deletions, or insertions (Graves, 
1980; Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1986; Sommers, 1980).  
Word processing application use has been tied to higher- level revisions made 
by middle level writers.  Using a quasi-experimental design, Fitch (1985) studied 
sixty, 7th graders.  After nine weeks of using AppleWorks (Hoke & Lindsey, 1998), 
writing samples were evaluated for grammar, form and content and computer 
software tallied experimental group students’ keystrokes.  It was found that the 
experimental group made more global revisions, and the control group made more 
surface level revisions.  Moore (1986) also experienced similar results and found that 
the 4th and 5th grade students in her study who composed with a word processing 
application for a three-month period revised more frequently and at a higher level 
than students who used pen and paper.  In addition, Philips (1995) found that when 
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middle level writers composed with word processing software, they were more likely 
to vary their sentence structure. 
 Most interesting were results indicating that middle level students who 
compose using word processing applications tend to collaborate more about their 
writing with teachers and peers.  This was noted by Kurth (1987), Snyder (1993) and 
Stromberg and Kurth (1983).  However, the content of the collaboration was not 
analyzed.  In fact, though students shared compositions, it is unclear what the students 
discussed regarding the pieces, their writing or the domain areas.  These pieces of 
information are important to better understand middle level students as they improve 
not only the quality of domains and revisions, but also as writers.   
 While word processing technologies hold value for middle level writers, with 
new technologies specifically designed for the purpose of collaboration and 
conferencing, it would be remiss to not further explore the promise of communication 
technologies.  As conferencing is key to middle level writer achievement, a 
discussion of conferencing and research (without the introduction of technology) is 
presented next.   
2.3  Writing Conferences 
Researchers and theorists such as Graves, Atwell, Routman and Murray 
outlined practical methods for writing conferences. When conferences first entered 
classrooms, generic questions were offered to teachers. Thankfully that has changed.  
In order to individualize a conference and to help the student stay in charge of his 
writing, Graves (1983) developed conference techniques, such as questioning the 
writer about his writing piece or his thoughts.  These questions are geared specifically 
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towards helping the individual writer clarify thinking and writing. Graves 
recommends to first use individualized questioning to guide students to solve their 
own problems in writing. If needed, possible choices for solutions can be offered 
later. Murray (1989) suggests that educators should have a conference pattern in mind 
such as writer speaks first, editor reads the text, editor responds, writer responds to 
editor (p. 117) so teachers do not control the conference dialogue.  The writer should 
speak the most in the conference situation, giving writers the chance to reflect on 
their ideas and make sense out of their own words.   
These techniques help to avoid teacher-directed conferences, which McCarthy 
(1994) found ineffective for students.  McCarthy (1994) researched conferences in a 
grade 5/6 classroom.  For five weeks she observed, videotaped, and recorded teacher 
and student conferences.  She also found that students were strongly guided to follow 
the teacher’s recommendations based on her view of “good writing.”  Those writers 
who made the changes the teacher suggested and were able to share ideas about 
writing with other students were considered successful.   
McCarthy showed tha t educators need to be more informed about the 
students’ ideas about “good writing” and their “between draft” thoughts.  This can 
happen if researchers and educators record and analyze student thoughts about quality 
writing and student writing drafts.   
 Graves suggested short, personal conference sessions to help students 
understand what they are trying to express or to help direct or redirect a writer.  
McCiver and Wolf (1999) support this short session approach.  Though studied with 
fourth graders, McCiver and Wolf (1999) found that “exemplary teacher conferences” 
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lasted no more than five minutes.  This allows students to immediately make in 
process changes to improve their pieces.  This brief conference scenario was also 
powerful when modeling was employed as the techniques shared affect young 
writers’ daily writing processes and products (McCiver & Wolf, 1999).  The 
reworking of writing by students preserved the writing community formed by peer 
groups as members constantly worked together throughout the writing process. 
Wilcox (1997) also looked for teacher behaviors that contributed to effective 
writing conferences.  Twelve middle school students were probed for their opinions 
about teacher-approaches to writing conferences.  When two specific teachers’ names 
kept surfacing, Wilcox conducted detailed interviews and observations with those 
teachers and found that they were text-oriented and more interested in the ideas of the 
students’ texts than their basic mechanics.  By using positive feedback, they nur tured 
students and boosted students’ confidence as writers. It is important to focus on 
student thoughts and to offer some positive feedback so writers are constantly 
motivated to keep writing. Fletcher (1993), author of What a Writer Needs, posits 
that, “We must speak to our students with an honesty tempered by compassion:  Our 
words will literally define the ways they perceive themselves as writers” (p. 19).  
As Murray (1989) stated, the conference should take place throughout the 
writing process and not simply when students finish a writing product.  Classroom 
teachers are the main source of conference support, making in process assistance 
unlikely at times.  However, when support outside the individual classroom is 
offered, Murray’s recommendation can be applied.   
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In one report, six students in the 8th grade were able to discuss writing outside 
their regular classroom.  The students discussed writing in this small group along with 
a gifted support teacher.  Though no formal data was collected, Frey (2000) reported 
that students were very focused and had an increased motivation to write.  Sharing 
writing with a caring audience outside the classroom and throughout the writing 
process led students to exceed teacher expectations. 
Writing centers, used widely in the nation’s colleges and universities, have 
also been explored in some elementary and secondary schools for out-of-classroom 
support.  Childers, Jordan and Upton (1998) described some writing centers in order 
to show possibilities in their designs.  Glenbrook North High School in a suburb of 
Illinois used a storage closet and staff and student prep or free time to create their 
center, The Write Place.  Students could use word processing applications to write or 
to conference with teachers or volunteer students.  Burlington Community High 
School, located in an urban community, created its writing center with staff 
volunteers only.  Their goal was to integrate technology as the district could afford it.  
The McCallie School, a boarding school in Tennessee, held face-to-face conferences 
for many writers in order to benefit students, parents, teachers and alumni.  Brigham 
Young University in Utah coupled its preservice teaching students with writers from 
Edgemont Elementary.  Wilcox, Anstead and Black (1997) reported: 
Initially, students hesitated to share their writing, but as they sensed the 
satisfaction of receiving an authentic response—that is, assessment designed 
to help them continue to develop as writers, not just assessment delivered to 
evaluate their texts—they became anxious to share their writing with anyone 
who would listen (p. 110). 
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As a result of accessing an outside-the-classroom writing center for conferences, 
students were found to increase their writing behaviors, increase their ability to self-
evaluate and have more positive attitudes about writing.   
Conferencing is essential with middle level writers. They are at a stage of 
development where they are more able than their younger peers to improve the global 
sense of their writing.   Middle level writers should also work with skilled adults and 
peers as they are in developmental stage where social learning can provide great 
benefits (Vygotsky, 1986).   These students need opportunities to discuss their writing 
with others.  Rather than evaluating their own writing throughout the writing process 
or simply conferring with one classroom teacher during parts of the writing process, 
middle level students need additional support.   
Beach (1979) found that even high schoolers could not revise effectively with  
self-evaluation alone.  They were much more effective after receiving teacher or 
outside feedback.  “With teacher scaffolding, [middle level learners] can participate at 
the outer limit of their capabilities.”  (Yocum, 1999, p. 11).  "In a holistic language 
environment, the teacher serves as a facilitator of active learning rather than the 
dispenser of wisdom…active, guided learning emphasizes holistic, interactive 
teaching strategies and building a community of learners”  (Myers and Hilliard, 1997, 
p. 288). 
Peers, so important to the middle level learner, can also be effective 
supporters of student writing.  Benson (1979) found that 7th and 8th graders were able 
to give feedback that affected overall composition quality.   “Children’s writing is 
linked to the social milieu, that is, to the surrounding world of talk and peer values”  
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(Dahl & Farnan, 1998, p. 43).  Peers can connect outside the classroom to conference 
throughout the writing process improving middle level learners’ writing and thinking. 
In sum, conferencing is needed in order to help support our middle level 
writers throughout the process of writing.  Research findings on what makes 
“effective” conferences should be heeded so that middle level students are in charge 
of their own writing.  There are three main findings which should be applied to 
middle level writing conferences:  (a) adults who conference with students must be 
available, probing, nurturing, text-oriented and flexible, allowing for middle level 
students to create definitions of “good writing”;  (b) additionally, conferencing should 
extend beyond the regular classroom walls in order to align with students’ writing 
behaviors which often take place at home;  (c)  finally, as suggested by Vygotsky’s 
(1986) mediation by skilled peers and adults or the zone of proximal development of 
his social learning theory and Bandura’s (Miller, 1983) work on modeling (discussed 
in section 1.7.3 in chapter one), peers should participate in conferences with middle 
level students.  Peer partic ipation is developmentally appropriate for students in the 
Formal Operational Period of cognitive development (Piaget, 1952) and is beneficial 
for extending learning and providing an authentic audience for which to write. 
Based on this research knowledge, a question arises: How can student peers 
and adults conference outside the classroom to discuss writing?  Communications 
technologies provide one of the most promising forums for these conferences. 
2.4  Communications Technologies 
 As defined earlier, communications technologies are technologies in which 
information is passed “between a sender and one or more receivers” (Azarmsa, 1993, 
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p. 266).  When the information is being passed simultaneously, the communication is 
considered synchronous.  Because middle level students are busy with many after-
school activities along with family obligations, synchronous communication 
technologies, such as Internet Relay Chat and Multi-Object Oriented environments do 
not appear to be practical for ongoing writing conference support.   Therefore, the 
focus will be asynchronous communications technologies that groups of learners can 
use throughout the writing process to communicate at various times and to hold 
writing conferences. 
 Before these technologies are examined in the context of middle level writers, 
it is important to see how they have been used with learners and middle level learners 
to understand if and how they can be useful in writing conference situations.  Many of 
the studies that explore how student writers access these technologies report on 
training, behaviors and attitudes of participants.  Training will be looked at to see 
what middle level students may need in order to access the asynchronous 
environment.  Also, since the investigation of behaviors and attitudes are part of this 
research project, studies presented here report effects in these areas on students using 
asynchronous communications technologies.   
Use of asynchronous communications technologies is more prevalent with 
college and adult learners.  Therefore, studies including this population are referenced 
along with research on middle level students.  Again, these studies are not specific to 
use with student writers in conference situations.  A general use of the technologies 
and their effects is examined here, while that of online writing conferences is 
explored in the next section (section 2.5).  
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Wells (2000) wanted to find out if prior computer experience would affect the 
attitudes of students enrolled in an online computer-mediated communication course.  
Findings showed that previous computer experience did not matter for the 13 
graduate education students enrolled in the online course.  This is significant to 
determine if training is necessary in order to “level the playing field” for learners 
using this type of technology.  With these adult learners, training was not deemed 
necessary as students easily adapted to the technology. 
Upon reflection, Cynthia Addison (personal communication, August 20, 
1999) recognized that training was necessary for her online project described in the 
Journal of Online Learning by Burniske (1998).  Addison used the Mentor Center 
software in her project that received a 1998 International Society for Technology in 
Education [ISTE] SIG/Tel Online Learning Award.  Her project, titled Literature:  
What Do You Like to Read and Write?, encouraged students to read literature in a 
variety of genres and then write in those genres.  Students were then matched with 
other students and community mentors who evaluated their writing.  Eleven classes 
participated; 284 students requested mentors. As a result of poor keyboarding skills 
and inadequate training of the young elementary students participating in this project, 
Addison later changed her population to secondary students. (personal 
communication, August 20, 1999).  This implies that middle level students are better 
than their younger counterparts at keyboarding and maneuvering in a computer 
mediated communication environment.  Keyboard training may not be needed to hold 
online writing conferences with middle level students. 
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This point is affirmed when sixth grade, middle level students found a bulletin 
board environment easy to use.  These students communicated weekly with 
university- level preservice teachers about books they were reading.  Keyboarding or 
maneuvering in this environment was done with ease (Kinnucan-Welsch & Arnold, 
2000).  Though students at this age might need basic training to become familiar with 
the asynchronous environment, the training need not be extensive and need not be 
coupled with training in keyboarding. 
Though adult learners’ quickly learn to maneuver in online environments 
without training, students at the middle level can benefit from being trained in the 
technology they are to use.  If students have limited access to technology or if they 
are younger students, keyboarding may also be necessary for a project’s success.  It is 
important to examine the subjects being researched to determine the training that best 
meets their needs. 
Behaviors, mostly rela ted to participant collaboration, were also noted in 
many of the studies.  Increased idea sharing and decision-making input was reported 
by Bishop and Levine (1999) who examined the use of asynchronous communication 
technologies in the workplace.  Their qualitative study found that when employees 
used bulletin board technology,  a social community was built among the employees.  
Mason (2000) found that technology use enhanced the collaboration and reflection of 
preservice middle school teachers.  In addition, she found that preservice teachers 
often self- initiated discussions when in this environment.  
Middle level learners also were found to collaborate more effectively in this 
environment.  During the 1995-1996 school year, a study was conducted in seven of 
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the nation’s major cities by the Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST, 
1996).  Part of this study was designed to look less qualitatively at student gains, and 
more at specific performance standards.  One part, a quasi-experimental project, was 
to discover if students using online communications technologies in schools 
outperformed those students who did not.  Students in an online group had final 
projects that were rated as “stronger overall,” and they scored higher than the control 
group in many areas related to communication and presentation of ideas as a result of 
their online collaboration (CAST, 1996). 
There is great value if increased collaboration and community building can 
also be found in online writing conferences with middle level students.  As discussed 
earlier, middle level writers need feedback and other writers to confer with in order to 
continuously improve as writers.  In addition, this community could serve as an 
authentic audience for middle level writers who often compose for a single teacher. 
Representing behaviors and attitudes is the finding of increased motivation 
when communication technologies are used.  Motivation is considered a behavior 
when it is defined as writing more content, writing more frequently, or participating 
more.  However, it can be considered an attitude if reported as a feeling (that often 
leads to a behavior of increased writing or increased participation).  Many studies 
report improved student motivation as a result of participation in projects which 
connect students or classrooms to outside support via communication technologies.   
In many studies, students surpassed expectations for participation.  Karayan 
and Crowe (1997) sampled 96 students from eight classes.  They found that whether 
or not students liked the online environment, they were still more likely to write more 
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coherently using communication technologies.  They were also motivated to 
participate outside of their normal workday and think more before answering 
discussion questions in an online environment.  Powers and Dutt (1997) also 
examined adult learners engaged in online discussions.  Sixty-eight preservice 
elementary education teachers were required to use discussion board technologies a 
specific amount of times.  Participation often exceeded requirements.  Learners 
reported that it was comfortable to share ideas in the environment, and they depended 
on one another as well as the teacher for support.   
With middle level learners accessing communication technologies, there are 
similar benefits.  In a naturalistic study of classrooms participating from school in a 
mentor-based telecommunications project, Electronic Emissary, Dimock (1997) 
examined four classrooms.  In one, a 6th grade science class, it was noted that student 
motivation and attention increased as a result of participation in the 
telecommunications project.  Overall, increased motivation was realized by all classes 
making use of asynchronous communications technologies.  Motivation was also 
found to benefit students participating in a range of email exchange projects (Hoggett, 
1997).  Regardless of the project purpose, observations showed that there was an 
increase in the volume of student writing, and an increase of students practicing letter 
writing at home.  These observations were confirmed by parent input about change in 
students’ home behaviors.   
This is promising as the students in this proposed research project will not be 
evaluated on their participation, changed behaviors, or attitudes.  It is also interesting 
to note that parents were used in previous studies to investigate a change in home 
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behaviors and attitudes (Hoggett, 1997; Litke, 1998).  In addition to researcher and 
student reports, parent surveying and interviewing can be useful as students use 
asynchronous technologies outside the classroom, and behaviors and attitudes may be 
altered at home. 
In review, middle level students need training in the specific asynchronous 
communication technologies used for a given project.  However, keyboarding training 
is not always necessary.  Middle level students adapt easily to communications 
technologies as means for holding general conferences with mentors and other 
students (Kinnucan-Welsch & Arnold, 2000).  However, the individual sample should 
be examined to determine the best training for a specific group. 
Increased collaboration has been noted as a benefit of using communication 
technologies.  Student writers can benefit from being a part of a community of 
writers—it is through this community that students can receive feedback, share drafts 
and discuss effective writing.  Vygotsky’s (1986) work, mentioned previously in this 
proposal, is confirmed by this social learning.  At the very least, when middle level 
students conference with mentors and others using asynchronous online tools, they 
often show increased motivation, which often leads to increased writing and 
participation.  Practicing the craft of writing and revisiting drafts is critical for middle 
level writers.   
More specific to the area of writing conferences are the studies presented next.  
They directly examine online writing conferences.   
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2.5  Online Writing Conferences 
Students and adults conducting writing conferences have used asynchronous 
communications technologies.  “Online writing conference” is the term coined to 
represent this use.  This section will review examples of middle level students 
engaging in online writing conferences with peers and with adult-guides.   
Peers share writing using online tools.  Such is the case in Cohen and Riel’s 
(1989) exploration of two classes participating in a writing exchange.  Using the 
InterCultural Learning Network, Russian middle school students and 7th graders from 
Israel shared their writing.  Given this larger audience for which to write, students 
wrote significantly better and became more “reader- focused.”  In addition, they were 
more clear and organized in their writing, suggesting effects in at least two domains.    
Schosnagle Cowden (1997) used a qualitative, exploratory research design in 
her study of writing conferences among triad groups of elementary, high school and 
university students.  Students discussed the writing process, shared writing samples, 
and posed questions to one another about writing for a two-month period.  
Schnosnagle Cowden reported that it took about three weeks for students to feel 
comfortable and talk freely in their triad groups.  However, she found that after that 
time, student-to-student talk often helped clarify concepts for learners better than 
student-to-teacher talk.  Students were motivated and often shifted from writer-based 
prose to reader-based prose.  Such a shift indicates that students are improving as 
writers.  They are composing for an audience rather than for themselves.  This 
demonstrates a maturity important to the Formal Operational Period of cognitive 
development.  Middle level students may show a slight egocentrism carried over from 
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a previous developmental period.  These online writing groups help students advance 
by allowing them to write with their audiences’ reactions in mind.   
Increased student writing was noted in both studies.  This is often perceived as 
increased “motivation” to write. This motivation to write, found when peers 
conference online, is found also when students participate in online writing 
conferences with adults outside the classroom.  Stivers (1996), in a description of The 
Writing Partners Project, reported that when 40 middle school learners were 
connected with 40 teacher education graduate students via email, the middle level 
students wrote more.  This implies that students receiving out-of-class attention and 
feedback benefit through motivation from the additional support.  This is reiterated 
through impressions of online writing conferencing for middle level students by 
Betsy Norris (personal communication, October 17, 1999).  Norris participated in an 
International Telementor Center project with her middle level student writers.  Her 
class was able to asynchronously access an out-of-class adult mentor to discuss 
writing.  Norris expressed that she had not collected hard data but if she could predict, 
“these students will actually improve English scores throughout their academic career 
now…Technology motivates the students.” (personal communication, October 17, 
1999).  Norris also noted that at her parent-teacher conferences, many parents shared 
that her class had enabled their children to love writing.  Some said that their “child 
had never liked to write” until after the project (personal communication, October 17, 
1999).  Stivers’ and Norris’ reports, along with the parent statements, are consistent 
with the findings that online writing conferences increased motivation defined as 
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more frequent writing behaviors and or a positive attitude leading to increased writing 
or increased participation. 
This motivation can drive students to improve in various domain areas.  
Robbins and Fischer (1996) found that when engaged in online writing conferences 
with students of a university English methods class, 7th graders were motivated to 
produce higher quality writing--clarifying ideas, carefully choosing words, and 
developing their thoughts in composition.  These results show changes affecting the 
writing domains of focus, style and content.  Also supporting across-domain results is 
a study by Harrington and Quinn-Learing (1996).  Classroom learning was extended 
for middle level students and preservice teachers using computer conferencing.  Their 
discussions helped the young writers add details and clarification in their writing, 
impacting content and focus domains.   
The domains of content, organization, style and conventions were affected 
when twenty-three, 8th grade students engaged in online writing conferences with 
twenty-four, junior-college composition students.  Yocum (1999) asked how the 
email-based project would assist the young writers.  Through surveys, interviews, and 
the examination of student writing pieces, Yocum discovered that the middle level 
students not only had improved their self-esteem as writers, but also became more 
skillful in developing and organizing writing, choosing words and using correct 
grammar.  Considering the findings, it seems that students can improve writing drafts 
in many domain areas.  However, reports of improvements in specific areas are 
limited to the evaluations of the compositions or the impressions of the adults 
involved.   
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The studies presented are not tracking student discourse throughout the 
writing conference.  This discourse is important to show changes in the writer’s 
thinking rather than in individual drafts.  If discourse is archived and coded, student 
reflections can be analyzed to see if students can express clear ideas about domains 
and domain-based writing choices.  This information is vital in determining whether 
or not students truly understand how to impact the domain areas.  The writing the 
students are using in their conferences “to think” should be archived for examination 
of growth or change in the individual writers. 
All students in the online writing conference studies have accessed their 
writing partners during school hours.  These during-school programs are useful in 
connecting students to authentic audiences and outside-the-classroom mentors and 
should address the concern of students needing support throughout the writing 
process.  As home access to technologies continues to rise (Newburger, 1999), further 
studies are needed to explore benefits to student writers as their access to online 
writing conferences becomes ubiquitous. 
 Only one study was found in which home access was addressed.  However, 
this study was done with 4th graders, not middle level students.  Erickson (1992) used 
a quasi-experimental design in which inner city students were matched with graduate 
students for seven months.  A bulletin board system was selected for the online 
writing conferences.  Erickson found that the project motivated the students, though 
their writing did not improve significantly.  These students are at an age where 
surface- level changes are most common.  In addition, Erickson’s results came from 
holistic scoring measures.  She recommended a period longer than seven months for 
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the conferences for increased growth to occur.  It is difficult to believe that the 
students showed no growth in their skills as writers in the seven-month treatment 
period.  Perhaps the student age group, the quasi-experimental design of the study, 
and the use of a holistic scoring guide were the reasons that student growth could not 
be recognized.  The ages and skills of the selected sample of students could have 
affected the results.  These students were not middle level and not experienced 
technology users, suggesting additional training may have been needed for greater 
success. Studies with middle level students are needed which examine the conference 
dialogue, student behaviors and attitudes to see where the real growth exists.   
2.6  Summary 
Teachers of middle level students need specific information in order to decide 
if they should incorporate online writing conferences into their current instruction.  
However, research must take Emig’s lead and look beyond the holistic product of 
writing.   
There is evidence to suggest that students collaborate more when they use the 
computer to compose (Kurth, 1987; Snyder, 1993; Stromberg & Kurth, 1983).  
Students are more motivated when communication technologies are used (Dimock, 
1997).  With the ability to easily adapt to these technologies, middle level student 
writers must be offered outside-the-classroom support.  Small online writing 
conference groups in which peers and adult guides form a community are not 
abundant in current studies of middle level writers.  In order to provide support 
throughout the writing process, students must be able to access the small group 
conference from home.  There has not been enough research on student writers 
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accessing online conferencing support from home.  Only Erickson’s (1992) study of 
4th graders extended online writing conferences to the home environment. The 
proposed study will allow students to have home access to online writing 
conferences, held with small groups for student-to-student and teacher-to-student 
support. 
Studies incorporating online writing conferences have allowed students to 
connect to distant mentors, guides and peers.  However, Vygotsky’s zone of proximal 
development and the studies presented suggest that peers and adults should be 
working with student writers for greater benefits.  This further supports that small 
learning groups, rather than one-to-one or many-to-one ratios should be used with 
middle level students.   
Research must also consider other research methodologies.  Quasi-
experimental research designs and holistic writing evaluations do not provide enough 
information to show true growth in student writers.  With the benefit of archiving 
discourse, conference dialogue can and should be analyzed for student thinking in 
domain areas.  In addition, student behaviors, attitudes towards writing, and 
definitions of “good writing” must be reviewed to see how access to the Online 
Writing Conference throughout the writing process affects the growth of the 
individual writers.  This study will make use of field notes, archived discourse and 
student input (questionnaires and interviews) to better understand middle level writers 
involved in the Online Writing Conferences.   
Knowing that students may change writing behaviors and attitudes at home, 
parent surveys and interviews should be included as methods for data collection in 
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more research related to online writing conferences.  Parent perspectives are 
important as they are valuable partners in the educational process.  Pre and post data 
for this study will be collected from parents to add depth to the understanding of 
student behaviors and attitudes. 
Finally, there is a need for ethnographic research that examines the discourse 
of peer and adult groups engaged in online writing conferences.  There is a lack of 
ethnographic design in studies that examine middle level student groups using 
asynchronous communications technologies.  This research design is geared towards 
the investigation of behaviors of selected groups (Creswell, 1998).  Ethnography has 
the benefit of being a “…function of the ethnographer, who brings to his or her work 
the tradition in which he or she participates...” (Agar, 1986).  My experience as an 
online guide and educator is important for this research.  In this ethnography, I will be 
able to use my past experiences as I become a participant-observer.   
In sum, an ethnographic study which explores changes in domain-based 
dialogue, writing behaviors, attitudes towards writing and “effective writing” will add 
to the depth of existing research.  This study will provide a portrait of middle level 
writers who receive online conferencing support from teachers and peers throughout 
the entire writing process and beyond school walls. 
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CHAPTER 3:  METHODOLOGY 
 
 
3.1  Overview 
 This chapter outlines the methodology for the qualitative research study on 
middle level writers accessing online conferencing groups throughout the writing 
process. The comparative assumptions of the quantitative and qualitative paradigms 
are presented in order to justify the use of qualitative research.   With many 
qualitative methods available, this chapter discusses the selected design:  
ethnography.  Ethnographic design involves the researcher as participant observer. 
Therefore, an overview of this researcher’s background related to student writers and 
online environments is provided.   
The selected settings for research, the Jenkintown School District, the online 
environment, DISCUS, and the host server, Campus Technologies, INC are 
described. Overviews of the Online Writing Conference and the participant training 
are provided.  Also included is information about the sampling procedures for the 
middle level participants.  As is necessary with human subjects the ethical 
considerations for this study are provided.   
With qualitative research, data collection procedures constantly evolve.  
Therefore, proposed instruments and strategies for data collection are discussed.  This 
chapter concludes with a plan for recursive data analysis and methods to verify data.  
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3.2  Research Paradigm 
 
Studies are driven by either the quantitative or qualitative research paradigms.  
According to Creswell (1994), there are five major assumptions that outline the 
distinctions between the two paradigms.  These assumptions relate to the researcher’s 
role, the reporting of data, and the data collection and analysis methods employed.  
Table 1 outlines these differences.   
Table 1.   Quantitative and Qualitative Paradigm Assumptions 
 
SOURCE:  Reprinted with permission from John W. Creswell, Research Design:  Qualitative and 
Quantitative Approaches, 1994, Sage Publications. 
 
      
 
Assumption Question Quantitative Qualitative 
Ontological                 
Assumption 
What is the nature of 
reality? 
Reality is objective and 
singular, apart from the 
researcher. 
Reality is subjective 
and multiple as seen 
by participants in a 
study. 
 
Epistemological  
Assumption 
 
What is the relationship 
of the researcher to that 
researched? 
 
Researcher is independent 
from that being 
researched. 
 
Researcher interacts 
with that being 
researched. 
 
Axiological  
Assumption 
 
What is the role of 
values? 
 
Value-free and unbiased. 
 
Value-laden and 
biased. 
 
Rhetorical 
Assumption 
 
What is the language of 
research? 
 
Formal 
Based on set definitions 
Impersonal voice 
Use of accepted 
quantitative words 
 
Informal 
Evolving decisions 
Personal voice 
Accepted qualitative 
words 
  
Methodological  
Assumption 
 
What is the process of 
research? 
 
Deductive process 
Cause and effect 
Static design—categories 
isolated before study 
Context free 
Generalizations leading to 
prediction, explanation, 
and understanding 
Accurate and reliable 
through validity and 
reliability 
 
Inductive process 
Mutual simultaneous 
shaping of factors 
Emerging design—
categories 
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The qualitative assumptions are all met by this study.  The ontological, 
epistemological and axiological assumptions for this study translate to the following 
points:  a)  The researcher and the middle level participants worked together to 
literally define the reality of the Online Writing Conference (OWC) groups.  The 
OWC groups were formed with the participants to address the needs of the individual 
middle level writers;   b)  The researcher interacted with participants as a guide and a 
participant in the Online Writing Conference groups.  The researcher had a dual-role 
as a “privileged” observer (Wiersma, 2000, p. 248), privy to the goings-on of the 
group and a “participant” observer (Vockell & Asher, 1995, p. 196), party to the 
group through membership;  c)  Data, throughout collection and analysis, might have 
been influenced by researcher and participant bias. Observations recorded through 
field notes and participants’ responses to questionnaires and interviews might be 
“subjective” and “value- laden” (Creswell, 1994, p. 5) despite attempts to suppress 
bias.   
In accordance with the rhetorical assumption, the written tone of the final report 
is informal.  A written holistic portrait of membership in the online conference group 
and its impact on participants’ writing behaviors, computer-use behaviors, attitudes 
towards writing, perceptions of effective writing, and domain-based discourse is 
presented.  In this final report, the researcher’s voice is included through observations 
and impressions.  In addition, the participants’ voices are included in quotes of oral 
and written statements from online group participation and survey data. 
Finally, as key to the methodological assumption, this research was designed to 
evolve.  Since the researcher could not predict the behaviors or responses of student 
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group members, flexibility was needed.  Therefore, data was analyzed weekly 
throughout the research process, and theories that surfaced were explored with the 
participants of the Online Writing Conference groups.  Conclusions were also  
“…subject to change as the research [proceeded]” (Wiersma, 2000, p. 199).    
Knowing that all five assumptions of qualitative research were be met by this 
study, the qualitative research paradigm emerged for the exploration of the behaviors, 
attitudes and discourse of the members of the Online Writing Conference groups.   
There are many types of qualitative research (grounded theory, case study, etc.).  
One type, ethnographic research, allows a researcher to make long-term observations 
of a cultural group in its natural setting (Creswell, 1994).   Observations, artifacts and 
survey data are often studied by the researcher as participant observer.  This study, 
which investigated online interactions and perceptions of group members in an 
Online Writing Conference setting, was best suited for the ethnographic research 
design.   Therefore, this design is discussed next.    
3.2.1 Research Design 
After deciding on a topic—online, in process conferencing support for middle 
level writers—decisions regarding study design needed to be made.  The study could 
have looked at the impact of the online conference on composition scores, calling for 
a (quantitative) quasi-experimental design.  A (qualitative) case study design could 
have been used if the researcher wanted to make distanced observations of writers 
throughout the Online Writing Conference group.   
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The researcher was a participant and an observer in this study.  The research 
questions relate to the culture of the Online Writing Conference group and how it 
impacts the behaviors, attitudes and discourse of participants.  These questions were 
well-suited for ethnographic design.  In addition, the socio-cultural context begs for 
ethnography.  Ethnographies, with roots in anthropology, are “analytic descriptions of 
intact cultural scenes.  These descriptions present the shared beliefs, practices, 
artifacts…and behaviors of peoples” (Vockell & Asher, 1995, p. 194).   The “cultural 
scene” in this study was created by groups of students a) engaged in social learning; 
b) conferencing about writing and writing pieces; and c)  belonging to an online 
community with the researcher.    
The primary mode of data collection in ethnographic research is participant 
observation.  The researcher took detailed field notes, recording any observations and 
impressions about the OWC groups and their student writers.  Observation systems 
were used a) to record the frequency and purpose of students’ online conferencing 
group participation, and b) to record the domain-based discourse of participants.   
With student writers as the main participants, this study fell under the 
umbrella of  language arts or English Education.  Ethnography is the best method of 
inquiry for English Education (Kantor, Kirby, & Goetz, 1981) as it allows for 
information regarding groups and cultures to be developed through the investigation 
of language. In addition to the primary data collection methods, the researcher also 
collected survey data (through questionnaires and interviews) and reviewed written 
language.  These secondary data collection methods are consistent with ethnographic 
design.    
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This study supported the main principles of ethnography; the researcher was 
immersed as a participant observer to provide a portrait of a cultural group.  The term 
“virtual ethnography” (Hine, 2000) was coined to accurately define ethnographies 
that investigate online cultures.  Christine Hine (2000) notes: 
Virtual ethnography is not only virtual in the sense of being disembodied.  
Virtuality also carries a connotation of ‘not quite”,  adequate for practical 
purposes even if not strictly the real thing…It is an adaptive ethnography 
which sets out to suit itself to the conditions in which it finds itself (p. 65). 
 
Variations to purist ethnography are made in this study as a result of a) interactions 
based in written rather than oral language; and b) observations made in a field or site 
that is not entirely face-to-face.  Hine (2000) points out:  “Adapting and interrogating 
ethnography keeps it alive, contextual and relevant”  (p. 66).  Applying “virtual 
ethnography” allows researchers to preserve the basic building blocks of ethnographic 
design, while allowing for new definitions of culture in today’s technologically-based 
society.   Since the term “virtual ethnography” is not widely-applied, “ethnography” 
will still be used throughout this paper to refer to this study’s research design.   
In sum, the research questions and socio-cultural context of this study led to 
the selection of ethnographic design for this research.   The researcher collected data 
through questionnaires, interviews, and the investigation of language.  However, the 
primary mode of data collection was participant observation.   Knowing that the 
researcher’s close involvement as a participant observer during data collection might 
have had an impact on conclusions (regarding the online group culture and its impact 
on group members), the investigator’s experiences and personal biases are shared 
next.   
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3.2.2  The Researcher:  A First-Hand Account of Related Experiences 
My perceptions of an online environment for conferencing have developed not 
only from my readings, but also from my training and experience.  From 1999 to 
2001, I have served as an online guide and teaching assistant for Connected 
University’s online courses.  In these courses, I was able to examine communities of 
practice as they formed with adult learners.  In addition, I have used online tools such 
as email and chat rooms with middle level writers and created a website to support 
these learners.  I have also presented a workshop entitled, “Reading and Language 
Arts Online,” to other teachers across Pennsylvania. 
To this study, I brought knowledge of teaching young learners.  From 1995-
2001, I was a full time teacher of 4th and 5th grades at Jenkintown Elementary School.  
Work with middle level students was done through online telementoring and after 
school activities. 
My experiences working in online environments and teaching young writers 
may have shaped the way I viewed the data collected and the way I interpreted my 
experiences in the online conference group.  I began this study with the belief that 
group conferences can serve to support members. I was interested in learning more 
about middle level students’ behaviors and attitudes towards writing before, during 
and after their involvement in online conference groups.   
3.2.3  Summary 
This study adhered to the assumptions of the qualitative research paradigm 
(see Table 1).  Specifically, all participants (including the researcher) shaped reality, 
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and their uniqueness contributed to it.  In addition, the methodology was under 
constant review.  Therefore, this ever-evolving paradigm was selected to investigate 
the changing behaviors, attitudes and discourse of members of an Online Writing 
Conference group.   
Ethnography is the specific qualitative research design chosen for this study.  
Ethnography is used to investigate exclusive groups, or in this study, the Online 
Writing Conference groups.   The researcher, acting as a participant observer, 
acknowledges that past experiences may have influenced the way that data were 
perceived.  
The final product of ethnographic research is a portrait of the Online Writing 
Conference with perspectives from all participants.  These participants and the site for 
research are discussed next. 
3.3  Site Selection and Sampling  
 The reasons for purposeful site selection are detailed below, in subsection 
3.3.1.  A discussion of the sampling frame and methodology is then included.  This is 
followed by an overview of the online site and ethical considerations. 
3.3.1  Site Selection:  The Jenkintown School District  
“Ethnographic research…toward the qualitative end of the research continuum, 
typically [is] not amenable to random sampling, at least no t for the site selection”  
(Wiersma, 2000, p. 284).  The site selection for this study was purposeful.  When 
selecting a site for this study, it was important that the site a) was located in 
Pennsylvania; b) was accessible; and c) allowed for the entry of the researcher.   
    64 
Since part of the study was based on the domains of effective writing as 
defined by the Domain Scoring Guide (PDE, 1999), a District in the Commonwealth 
of Pennsylvania was needed.  Jenkintown School District is located northwest of 
Center City Philadelphia in Pennsylvania’s Montgomery County.   Jenkintown 
School District, the former place of employment of the researcher, was selected as the 
site for this research study.    
The Jenkintown School District superintendent, Dr. Michael Moskalski, was 
interested in allowing the researcher to conduct the study with Jenkintown students.  
The researcher met with Dr. Moskalski on several occasions to discuss the study’s 
rationale and proposed methodology.   Once it was decided that Jenkintown School 
District was the potential research site,  Dr. Moskalski was invited to participate on 
the researcher’s dissertation committee.  His participation allowed for the District’s 
interests to be represented throughout the study’s design, data collection and reporting 
stages.  A formal presentation of this study’s rationale, design and ethical 
considerations for student participants was made to the Jenkintown School Board in 
August 2002.  School Board members expressed support for the study with 
Institutional Review Board approval. (This approval was granted on September 10, 
2002). 
Marshall and Rossman (1999) recommend that a researcher select a site where 
“the researcher is likely to be able to build trusting relations with the participants in 
the study” (p. 69).  As mentioned in section 3.2.2, the researcher held a teaching 
position for six years at the Jenkintown School District.  The researcher had good 
rapport with Jenkintown students and taught approximately one-third to one-half of 
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the middle level students in the District.   This allowed for the researcher’s entry and 
diminished reactivity so participants could act normally.    
3.3.2  Sampling Frame:  Middle Level, Sixth Grade Writers 
Jenkintown’s sixth grade and seventh grade writers comprised the sampling 
frame for this study.  This frame was purposefully selected due to:  a) the students’ 
age and level of development.;  b)  the teachers’ expressed use of domain scoring, 
writing conferences and computers; and c)  the teachers’ interest in the study. 
3.3.2.1  Student Age and Level of Development 
According to Piaget, middle level students aged 11-15 are in the Formal 
Operational Period of development (Miller, 1983).  These students are 
developmentally ready and able to discuss their writing in a socially supportive 
environment. Accounts of online writing support exists for these students (Yocum, 
1999; Stivers, 1996), but the examination of middle level student discourse through 
descriptive ethnographic portraits is absent in the literature.  Jenkintown’s sixth 
graders, aged 11 and 12, and seventh graders, aged 12 and 13, will participate to help 
fill this research gap. 
3.3.2.2  Teacher Use of Domain-Scoring, Conferencing and Computers 
With an average PSSA writing score of 1410,  Jenkintown’s 6th graders 
performed well above the state average of 1310 (PDE, 2001).   In addition, the 
Jenkintown School District Superintendent, Dr. Moskalski, reported that as of the 
fifth grade, language arts teachers in the Jenkintown School District use the Domain 
Scoring Guide (PDE, 1999) to assess student writing (personal communication, 
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August 1, 2002).   Therefore, Jenkintown’s sixth and seventh graders had knowledge 
of the five domains of effective writing.  This heightened student awareness of the 
domains diminished the need for student training in the domain areas and allowed for 
data collection on the domains that students referenced in Online Writing Conference 
discourse. 
By sixth grade, Jenkintown students also engaged in writing conferences and 
use the computer during language arts’ classes.  As observed by the researcher and 
reported by Teresa Morretta, Jenkintown’s 6th grade language arts teacher and co-
author of Practical Approaches for Teaching Reading and Writing in Middle Schools,  
Jenkintown’s 6th graders regularly hold face-to-face writing conferences with teachers 
and peers during their 75 minute language arts block.  The seventh grade teacher, 
Cally Birgfeld also held writing conferences with her students. 
Sixth and seventh grade students also used the computer for word processing 
and Internet searching while composing (personal communication, June 5, 2001).  
The District allows for a 1:1 ratio of students to computers according to the PDE 
School Profile (2000a);  the District houses computer labs, mini- labs in the libraries, 
and at least one computer with Internet access in each classroom.  In addition, as 
reported by the former District Technology Coordinator, John McGowan, most 
District families have access to home computers and the Internet by the time children 
are out of the elementary school (personal communication, April 6, 2000).   
3.3.2.3  Teacher Experience and Interest 
Teresa Morretta, Jenkintown’s 6th grade language arts teacher was excited to 
have her students involved in research relating to writing support (personal 
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communication, June 05, 2001).    Cally Birgfeld felt positively about having another 
person available to provide conferencing support for her students—she said, “The 
more help the students can get, the better” (personal communication, August 29, 
2002). 
The positive attitude of classroom teachers towards a computer mediated 
communications project is often key to a project’s success (Harris, 1998).   In 
addition to the enthusiasm of the teachers is their experience.   Morretta has taught 
sixth grade writers for over 20 years.  She is well versed in current writing research as 
supported by her book, Practical Approaches for Teaching Reading and Writing in 
Middle Schools, and her Association of Supervision and Curriculum Development 
(ASCD) conference presentation (on teaching middle level reading and writing).  
Birgfeld has had three years experience teaching middle school language arts and 
taught at the elementary level before that.   
3.3.3  Sampling Methodology 
 All of Jenkintown’s sixth grade students and parents were informed of the 
study’s rationale and methods through letters (see Appendix A) and face-to-face 
presentations.  Table 2 outlines the timeline and events surrounding these initial 
contacts.  
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Table 2.  Participant Contact Schedule 
Date Method of Contact Audience of Contact 
September 20, 2002 
Letter (Appendix A) detailing 
research project and offering 
more information was mailed 
home.   Students and parents  
September 24, 2002 
September 30, 2002 
 
Presentation of the Online 
Writing Conference groups with 
time for student questions was 
held in school.  
Consent/permission and assent 
forms (Appendix B) were 
distributed for at home review. 
Sixth Grade Students  
Seventh & Eighth (Preliminary 
Data Collection) Grade Students 
September 25, 2002 
September 30, 2002 
Announcement about an 
Information Session regarding 
the Online Writing Conference 
groups made during Parent Open 
House. 
Sixth Grade Parents 
Seventh & Eighth Grade 
Parents 
September 30, 2002 
October 7, 2002 
Reminders about the 
Information Session sent home 
with students.  Sixth-Eighth Grade Students  
October 8, 2002 
Presentation of the Online 
Writing Conference groups with 
time for parent questions. 
Consent/permission and assent 
forms were made available for at 
home review. Sixth-Eighth Grade Parents  
 
 Once the information regarding the study was provided to the sixth and 
seventh grade students and parents, students were asked to self-select for the project 
and return consent/permission and assent forms by October 10, 2002.  There were 
three reasons that led to the decision that self-selection was the best sampling method 
for this study:  1)  There was a possibility that the OWC groups could impact student 
success in the area of writing;  2)  The researcher considered it unethical to randomly 
select some students to receive writing support and not others;  3)  Online 
communities often develop around a common interest or subject matter (Bailey et. al., 
2002).  After the decision was made about sampling methodology, sample size was 
determined by the selection of the students. 
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 Due to the mass amounts of data collected, “sample sizes in qualitative 
research are typically small.”  (Wiersma, 2000, p. 288).  In order to make meaningful 
inferences about the data, the researcher sought 15 student participants out of the 91 
total students enrolled in grades 6 and 7.  However, 31 students (n=26 sixth graders; 
n=5 seventh graders) returned consent/permission and assent forms for the study with 
each student having at least one parent or guardian who agreed to complete the Parent 
Questionnaire (pre-OWC and post-OWC) and an exit interview.  One, 6th grade 
student decided not to participate before data collection began.  This left 30 students 
in the original study sample.   
After participants had been established, students then formed the OWC 
groups.   Figure 1 reviews the development of the sampling methodology up to the 
point of the OWC group members.  
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Figure 1.  Pyramid of Site Selection and Sampling 
 
The OWC groups were formed through purposeful assignment by the 
students’ sixth grade language arts teacher.  The sixth grade teacher was selected to 
make these assignments for two main reasons:  1) she had taught all sixth and seventh 
grade student participants and 2) the majority of the subjects were sixth graders.  On 
November 1, 2002, the researcher met face-to-face with Morretta, the sixth grade 
teacher to assign the groups.  Morretta was given the following three criteria:            
a)  Groups should be heterogeneous.  Group gender impacts communication and 
participation styles.  Research has shown that all-male groups have significantly 
lower participation styles (Savicki & Amman, 2002) than all- female or mixed-gender 
groups. Female groups often have a lot of social dialogue (Savicki & Amman, 2002).   
 OWC 
Groups 
Self-Selected Participants:  
Sixth/Seventh Grade Writers  
Purposefully Selected Sampling Frame:  
 Sixth/Seventh Grade Writers 
Purposefully Selected Site:  
 Jenkintown School District (JSD) 
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Therefore, heterogeneous grouping was desired;  b)  Groups must have more than two 
student participants and no more than ten.  Most computer mediated communications 
research makes use of a one-to-many  (Dimock, 1997) or a one-to-one (Yocum, 1999; 
Kinnucan-Welsch & Arnold, 2000) student ratio.  Small groups are desirable as they 
allow for peer scaffolding and personal interactions (Schnosnagle Cowden, 1997).  If 
large groups were used “…sent messages…would become unmanageable” 
(Hammond, 2000, p. 252) and difficult for the middle level students to follow.  
However, subject mortality was considered.  Therefore, the researcher allowed for 
groups that were larger than five students each, making the assumption that some 
students might drop out or not participate in the groups;  c)  Group members should 
be selected for their varied strengths as writers.  As Vygotsky (1986) asserted with 
the zone of proximal development, students learn from peers and adults who are more 
skilled than themselves. This also contributed to distributing the seventh grade writers 
across the groups rather than keeping them together in the same group.  The language 
arts teacher grouped students who might be able to provide scaffolding and modeling 
for one another.   As a final note, all groups included the researcher as a guide, learner 
and participant observer.   
 The researcher met with Morretta two weeks after setting five original groups.  
The original groups were presented as typed lists.  The researcher and Morretta 
reviewed the groups and attempted to create four groups out of the five.  This was 
because the eighth graders in the preliminary data collection group reported that they 
would have liked their group of five students to have been made larger for more peer 
interaction and broader peer feedback.  The final outcome was the creation of four, 
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mixed gender, mixed ability, mixed grade level groups of middle level student 
writers…the OWC groups.   
 As a sidebar, it is important that the researcher was not entering a pre-existing 
student group.  It is “useful to note that many of the most interesting virtual 
communities are also very proud of their exclusive culture. A stranger wanting to do 
academic research is sometime seen as an unwelcome arbitrary intrusion.” 
(Paccagnella, 1997, Enduring Issues section, ¶ 8).  Once formed, all groups held 
online writing conferences with the electronic discussion board software, DISCUS 
(Paulisse & Polik, 2000), discussed next. 
3.3.4  Online Site Selection:  DISCUS  
The choice of the asynchronous online environment for conferencing was 
made shortly after the age- level of student participants was decided upon.  DISCUS 
(Paulisse & Polik, 2000) was the WWW discussion board software selected for use in 
this study.  It was selected for four main reasons:  a) its ease of use, b) its key features 
c) its capability to be downloaded onto a host server, and d) its price.  
The conferencing technology selected needed to be usable by the sample of 
middle level students.  All of Jenkintown’s middle level students have accessed an 
online site using a web address. DISCUS (Paulisse & Polik, 2000) is accessible with a 
simple web address.  DISCUS is also fully compatible with different browsers such as 
Netscape and Internet Explorer.  This was important because participants accessing 
the OWC groups did not all use the same browser.  Once the group was accessed, 
middle level participants needed to be able to easily post ideas to the DISCUS 
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discussion board.  DISCUS has an easy to use “Add a Message” prompt built into the 
software (see Figure 2).   
Students did not have a limit on the amount of text they posted.  They could 
submit an entire essay for group review without learning additional skills related to 
attaching documents.  In addition, students did not need to know any HTML coding 
to enter text (as some discussion boards require).  They only needed to know how to 
select a field and type as they would with word processing software.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2.  Add a Message Prompt of DISCUS Software  
SOURCE:  Paulisse & Polik, 2000 
 
Examining the “Add a Message” prompt of DISCUS helps to begin the 
discussion of key features that led to the selection of DISCUS.  Key features 
discussed here will relate to data collection, student posts, moderator tools and 
controls, and the simple, user interface.   
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DISCUS, though online, does not allow outside posts unless the moderator 
(the researcher) allows them.  In other words, all participants had to use a username 
and password to post a message to the discussion boards.  This helped to secure the 
online environment for middle level students.  In addition, students were able to post 
their messages “anonymously” benefiting those who may have felt uncomfortable 
sharing their ideas directly with the group.  Anonymous posts still required the use of 
a username and password.  Therefore, the moderator could always identify a post’s 
origin. 
 The moderator had other controls over posts.  Student messages were 
automatically checked for profanity before they were posted.  In addition, the 
researcher could delete, edit or move a post once it was submitted.  “ Moderators 
have full control over posting permissions, page layouts, subtopics, messages and 
even the color scheme of the board.”  (DiscusWare, 2000, Why Choose Discus? 
Section, ¶ 3) 
DISCUS also has a simple, user interface that is well organized.  DISCUS 
allowed for multiple group discussions as seen by the opening screen shot (see Figure 
3).   
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Figure 3.  Sample of DISCUS Opening Screen 
 
All groups participating in the study used the same web address to access the 
writing conferences.  Once students selected their individual group name, they 
viewed their group’s discussion topics (see Figure 4).  Students could choose to select 
one of these discussion topics or to create a new one.  This was key as students could 
add a discussion to ask for specific feedback or discuss a writing skill. 
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Figure 4.  Sample of DISCUS Group Discussion Topics Page 
 
Finally, the actual discussion text is simple to read (see Figure 5).  It is shaded 
to show a change of user.  In addition, it is displayed in a linear fashion.  Some 
discussion boards are threaded, allowing users to respond to any message in the 
discussion.  While this feature can be valuable, it is difficult for new discussion board 
users to follow the flow of the discussion.   
 
Figure 5.  Sample of DISCUS Discussion Text  
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The DISCUS software also allowed the moderator access to controls that were 
valuable to data collection.  In order to check post-content or group participation, the 
moderator could search the boards for keywords or individual student postings.  The 
discussion posts could also be viewed by date or topic.  Email notification was 
requested so that the moderator was instantly informed when a student made a post.  
Finally, the moderator could arrange for the board to be automatically archived within 
a specific time frame (each day, each week, etc.).   
Other electronic bulletin boards can become confusing for middle level 
students or are expensive to use.  Currently, there are two versions of the selected 
software, DISCUS and DISCUS PRO.  DISCUS PRO is available for under $150.00 
and has some additional features that were not needed for this study.  DISCUS was 
selected and is available for free from DiscusWare, LLC.   
It was important for the researcher to find a free piece of software.  Often 
times, the educational community is told about great software to use with students.  
Unfortunately, costs for these programs exceed teachers’ budgets making it 
impossible for educators to explore them with their students. With Internet access and 
a server, any educator who is interested in using a discussion board with his/her 
students can use DISCUS.  Therefore, DISCUS was selected by the researcher as the 
online tool for this study.   
In addition to the key features that made DISCUS so appealing for use in this 
study, DiscusWare, LLC allowed the researcher to download the software onto a host 
server and offers a freeware version (version 3.10.4).  Many services that are 
available for holding online discussions, such as WebCT and Beseen, provide central 
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hosting.  This is not ideal for a research study.  If the central host server is down or if 
the services are discontinued, the researcher has no control.  Campus Technologies, 
INC was selected to host the OWC groups.  Justification is provided below.  
3.3.5  Host Server Selection:  Campus Technologies, INC 
Campus Technologies, INC (CTI) hosted the OWC and related materials on its 
server.  Anyone who hosts a website on CTI’s server agrees to its Terms and 
Conditions (Appendix C). 
 CTI was selected because of a) its high quality of server security; b) its Chief 
Technology Officer’s expertise, and c) its accessibility. These three points are 
discussed next. 
3.3.5.1  CTI’s Server Security 
 No server is 100% secure.  However, CTI takes many steps to make its server 
as secure as possible. To begin, the server is physically located in an access and 
environmentally secure dark location, protected by the normal environmental controls 
and systems. The server is connected to a non-routable Ethernet switched segment 
and has no direct connections to the public Internet, dial modems or connected serial 
ports. 
The non-Routable Ethernet is connected to the Public Internet via a 
Checkpoint Firewall-1 gateway with all ports other than web server ports disabled. 
Access to servers behind the firewall and to the firewall itself is restricted to 
authorized CTI personnel only. 
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  The Public Internet connection is made via the University of Pennsylvania 
(ISC/Magpi) network. 
  System software on CTI’s server is Windows 2000 SP2 with SR1. The web 
server is IIS with all critical security fixes and access hardening applied. Critical 
security fixes are automatically monitored for applicability. SSL is available as 
required, as are varying levels of sign-on security using IIS standard facilities. 
3.3.5.2  CTI’s Chief Technology Officer 
 Andrew Marshall is CTI’s Chief Technology Officer.  He functioned as a 
consultant to advise on server security matters and to review the training sessions that 
were offered to student participants.  Marshall has more than 28 years experience in 
the Technology industry. For a substantial part of the 28 years, he has specialized in 
IT security in the financial, manufacturing and government sectors. While 
Technology Director of a $13 billion international bank he specified, designed and 
installed security mechanisms for customer access terminals, automated teller 
machines (ATM's), Point of sale systems, Branch banking systems, Credit card 
systems, Internet banking systems, Treasury and dealing systems as well as 
centralized core systems (including Cryptography, Key management, Physical access 
security, Messaging security and general computer security, and internationally 
recognized secure payments systems such as SWIFT). He has designed and 
implemented hardened computer environments to withstand country- level risks. 
Marshall has consulted with major corporations such as GE, Pirelli, Ernst & 
Young and IBM on risk, technology and security issues and was a principal pioneer 
in commercial deployment of high-value Extranet based EDI systems using integrated 
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smart card cryptography. Marshall has also consulted for First Virtual, the first 
Internet secure payment system on security matters. He has more recently been 
consulting with leading edge developers of Biometric security solutions regarding 
integration with commercial and emerging information technologies. 
Marshall is a Chartered Information Systems Practitioner and a Fellow of the 
British Computer Society, adhering to their code of conduct and code of ethical 
practice. 
3.3.5.3  CTI’s Accessibility 
CTI is located in University City, Pennsylvania on the corner of 41st and Walnut 
Streets.  It is physically accessible.  In addition, CTI’s Chief Technology Officer’s 
willingness to host the webpages related to this study and to consult the researcher on 
matters of security and best practice, makes CTI accessible on other levels.  
3.3.6  Preliminary Data Collection:  Sampling Methodology 
Jenkintown School District was also the selected site for preliminary data 
collection.  “Such a try out run should be done with individuals similar to the 
intended respondents” (Wiersma, 2000, p. 165).  Eighth grade students (typically 
aged 13-14) made up the middle level sampling frame.  Like the intended frame, 
these students were in the Formal Operations Period of cognitive development.  In 
addition, they had been exposed to domain-based scoring, writing conferences and 
computers for composing. 
The researcher mailed letters (see Appendix A) on September 20, 2002, to 
contact the eighth grade students and parents and inform them of the preliminary data 
    81 
collection.  Consent/permission and assent forms (see sample in Appendix B) were 
sent home with students after an in-class discussion of preliminary data collection 
held on September 30, 2002.  Students and parents were given the researcher’s email 
address and phone number in case they had any questions regarding the study.  The 
researcher announced and held an information session specifically for families 
interested in the study.  Students then self-selected and returned the 
consent/permission and assent forms.  Students who self-selected could choose 
between two forms of involvement:  1)  participation in a one-event try out of the 
Student Questionnaire (their parents completed the Parent Questionnaire) for the 
purpose of calculating Cronbach’s alpha and/or 2) participation to try out all other 
phases of data collection (outlined in section 3.6.1).   
Since a statistical procedure was going to be used following the one-event try out 
of questionnaires, there was a goal of n=30.  Initially, only n=4 students returned 
consent/permission and assent forms for this one-time event.  Then, a mail out was 
sent on October 23, 2002 to all other eighth grade families in efforts to acquire 
additional participants for questionnaire completion.  Consent/permission and assent 
forms, parent questionnaires and self-addressed stamped envelopes were included for 
these families.  Additional parents provided consent and mailed back the Parent 
Questionnaire.  A post card was then sent to all families to provide the dates on which 
students could complete the Student Questionnaire with lunch provided.  In total, n= 
8 students and their parents returned consent/permission and assent forms for 
questionnaire completion.    
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Due to the small response for this phase of preliminary data collection, the 
researcher used these questionnaires and those (n=30) from students and parents in 
actual data collection to run the Cronbach’s Alpha statistic. This report is included in 
section 3.5.1.   
The goal of the sample size for the other phases of preliminary data collection 
was n=5. Five, eighth grade students returned consent/permission and assent forms 
and were all included for the rest of the phases of preliminary data collection, 
presented in 3.6.1..   
3.3.7  Ethical Considerations 
Ethnographic research, by design, is obtrusive (Creswell, 1994).  A heavy 
emphasis on participant observation and interaction with human subjects requires 
specific considerations given to ethics. In order to respect the rights of all 
participants, the researcher followed specific procedures related to 
consent/permission and assent, sampling, online safety, and data 
management/reporting.  These procedures are listed in Table 3.   
  The precautions taken and data collection methods needed to meet ethical 
requirements far beyond the researcher. The bodies that approved the researcher’s 
proposed methods before data collection began are displayed in Figure 6.  
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Figure 6.   Groups and Individuals Providing Approval for Research 
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Table 3.  Procedures for Ethical Research Practice 
 
 
 
 
Procedures for Ethical Research Practice 
Consent/Permission & 
Assent 
· The purpose of the research was presented verbally and in 
writing to all students and parents in the sampling frame.    
· A consent/permission form and an assent form (see Appendix 
B), which review the purpose of the research and the data 
collection procedures, was sent home for both the participants 
and their parents/guardians to sign.   
· No data was collected without signed consent.   
Sampling · The Jenkintown School District Superintendent, Dr. Michael 
Moskalski, served on the committee of the researcher in order to 
be involved in all decisions related to the study and student 
sample. 
· The participants for the study self-selected to make sure all 
members of the sampling frame had an opportunity to 
participate in the Online Writing Conference groups. 
· Ability of student participants was not judged in the research 
report allowing for an online environment that was non-
evaluative and safe (Schrum, 1999).   
Online Safety  · A username was selected by students so that student writers 
used pen names, leaving the real names of students off of the 
website.  
· Passwords were keyed in and selected by students in order to 
keep passwords as secure as possible.   
· Passwords were used when students posted messages in the 
online environment to help ensure that individuals who were not 
members of the OWC did not post to the board.   
· Students received training in Internet safety (see Appendix D).   
· Students’ real names, school name, and other identifying 
information was not used on the website.  The researcher served 
as a board moderator, making sure posts are free of identifying 
information. 
· With copies of consent/permission and assent forms, parents 
were given Child Safety on the Information Highway (Magid, 
1998) and received How to Protect Kids’ Privacy Online 
(Federal Trade Commission, 2000) which summarizes the 1998 
Children’s Online Privacy Protection Act. 
Data Management and 
Reporting 
· Collected data was organized and stored in locked file cabinets. 
· Audio recordings (used to capture student and parent 
interviews) were destroyed after data analysis  was completed. 
· The participants’ names were altered in all data reports to ensure 
privacy. 
· The written interpretations of the data are available to the 
Jenkintown School District and the participants upon request.   
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3.3.8   Participant Incentives 
Subjects were given incentives for their participation.  These incentives allowed 
for reciprocity. The five families who participated in the majority of preliminary data 
collection (phases one, two, four, five and six) were given a $5.00 gift certificate to 
Barnes and Noble at the end of the six-week period.  In addition, free lunch or snacks 
were provided during all training and instrument completion sessions held during 
student lunch periods or after school.  The eight students who completed the 
questionnaire during preliminary data collection were given lunch for their time.   
The data collection participants also received compensation.  Free lunch or 
snacks were provided for all training and instrument completion sessions held during 
student lunch periods or after school.  Families were also given a $5.00 gift certificate 
to Barnes and Noble after the first phase of data collection, a $7.00 gift certificate to 
the Hobby Shop in Jenkintown after the second phase of data collection, and a $10.00 
gift certificate to Zany Brainy after the third phase of data collection.  This increasing 
incentive was deemed necessary due to reports of dwindling participation (after 
introductory stages) in computer mediated communications environments (Harris, 
1998). 
3.4  DISCUS: Use in the OWC and Use in Participant Training 
This section provides an overview of how the Online Writing Conferences 
were conducted each week.  The section also provides a description of the participant 
training program.  
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3.4.1  DISCUS Use in the OWC 
DISCUS is the medium through which the OWC groups conferenced about 
writing.  In order to support participation and encourage the development of an online 
community, this conference environment or forum consisted of three key elements:  
a) a weekly greeting and reflective prompt;  b) some teacher and student created 
conference conversations; and c) a quick response to student requests.    
Rossman (1999) suggests using an online greeting from the guide.  The 
researcher or guide of this study created separate greeting messages for each group in 
the OWC with the intention of making group members feel comfortable and welcome 
in the forum.  The greeting aids community building, “[allowing] people with shared 
needs to swap ideas, trade experiences, and learn from one another” (Bailey et. al., 
2002, p. 1).   Two weekly greetings were constructed by the guide prior to the 
beginning of the OWC.  These greetings were then reviewed by one of the middle 
level language arts teachers and tried out as part of preliminary data collection.   The 
rest of the weekly greetings to be used in the OWC were developed as the online 
conversation unfolded. This allowed the researcher to make the greetings personal 
and relevant to the OWC groups.   
In addition to greeting students, the posing of pertinent questions is also 
recommended for encouraging student participation in online environments 
(Solloway & Harris, 1999).  Beaudin (1999) surveyed 135 online instructors and 
found that questions designed by the guide can help “elicit on-topic discussion” (¶ 1).  
In addition, reflective prompts are well-suited for social learning environments like 
the OWC.  Underwood (1998) comments, 
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[It] is a complex act of social learning that can be developed in 
classrooms. Although reflection can occur in isolation, it is the act of 
explaining ourselves to ourselves through expressing ourselves to 
others that enhances learning and that clearly locates reflective 
analysis in the social arena (¶ 3).  
 
The student writers in this study were given reflective prompts (Camp, 1992).  
Underwood’s (1998) ethnographic research showed that when reflective prompts 
were used regularly with middle level student writers, there was an increased maturity 
in their responses. The researcher created reflective prompts based on student writing 
needs and the writing techniques taught in the middle level classroom prior to and 
during data collection.  Both middle level language arts teachers emailed the 
researcher in order to share content that was covered during the regular class periods. 
This helped the researcher create greetings and prompts that tied into student 
classroom learning.   
Categories of prompts used by effective distance educators (Interest-getting 
and attention-getting, Diagnosis and checking, Recall of specific facts or information, 
Managerial, Structure and redirect learning, Allow expression of affect, Encourage 
higher level thought process) were referenced when creating the reflective prompts 
for this study ( Muilenburg & Berge, 2000).  Ten prompts were developed for each 
week of the OWC.  
 Students and the guide in the OWC groups not only viewed and responded to 
a weekly greeting and reflective prompt, they were also encouraged to post their own 
conference conversations to the forum.  This allowed individual student writers to ask 
for needed support.  It is necessary to give control to the writer in a conference 
situation (Graves, 1983).  Therefore, members of the OWC groups were taught how 
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to add a new conversation to seek writing support from peers and the guide.  In 
keeping with good practices of writing education (Fletcher, 1993) and community 
building (Gallini & Barron, 2001-2002), the researcher also added conversations to 
receive writing feedback from the group.   
Though all participants were able to add conversations and post to the group 
at any time, minimal standards were needed to help keep the online community intact 
(Bailey et. al., 2002).  Paulsen (1995) encourages guides to “Require regular 
participation.  To maintain an active dialogue, it is necessary to exhort students to log 
on at least twice a week” (p. 86).  This advice was heeded.  Students in the OWC 
groups were encouraged to log on and post at least twice a week.   
 The researcher oversaw prompt responses for all weekly posts.  However, the 
researcher allowed for an online “wait time” to encourage other participants to 
respond to student posts and to emphasize the feeling of community (Connected 
University, 2002).  The researcher also made sure that student posts were addressed 
within 48 hours.  Emails or questions directed specifically to the guide received a 
response within 24 hours.   
 Middle level student writers who received permission and provided assent for 
participation in the study not only learned about participating in the OWC, they also 
were taught about how to stay safe online, how to access the forum and its conference 
dialogue, and how to respond to others in the OWC.  These topics are addressed in 
section 3.4.2, Participant Training.  
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3.4.2 Participant Training 
Middle level students in the Jenkintown School District had experience using 
word processing applications and the Internet. Since keyboarding is required for both 
of these computer uses, keyboarding training was not associated with this study.   
Jenkintown middle level students had not accessed bulletin board software for school 
projects or assignments.  Though Kinnucan-Welsch and Arnold (2000) found that 
sixth grade, middle level students were able to use a bulletin board environment with 
ease, training sessions (Adelman, 2002) were developed for use in this study in order 
to provide instructions for accessing, participating, communicating and practicing in 
the Online Writing Conference group environment, DISCUS.  In addition, training in 
Internet safety was also included for the interest of student participant safety.  
All interested participants returning the consent form were included in five hours 
of face-to-face training at Jenkintown Elementary School’s computer lab.  Since face-
to-face meetings are beneficial for online learners (Schelle, 1999), the sessions were 
all face-to-face to foster the development of the OWC community (Bailey et. al., 
2002).  A website was created as a guide for students in the face-to-face training 
program.  This was beneficial so parents could view the training sessions online, and 
students could refer back to them at any time. 
The first training session was dedicated to Internet Safety.  This was to make 
students aware of risks that they could face online and to give them strategies to deal 
with those risks.  During the session, students completed activities related to Internet 
risks, responsible Internet use, and online safety.  On the GetNetWise website, 
sponsored by the Internet Education Foundation, Lawrence Magid (2002) shared, 
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“it's…important to warn children not to give out information that could jeopardize 
others - family members, friends, teachers, and classmates.”  (section Loss of Privacy, 
¶ 1).  Magid (2002) also expresses concern for middle level students’ naivety in 
evaluating credible sources.  He asserts,  
At about age 12 children begin to hone their abstract reasoning skills. With these 
enhanced skills, they begin to form more of their own values and begin to take on 
the values of their peers. Before that they're more likely to reflect the values of 
their parents. It's important at this age to begin to emphasize the concept of 
credibility. Kids need to understand that not everything they see on the Internet is 
true or valuable, just as not all advice they get from their peers is valuable 
(section 10 to About 12, ¶ 2).   
 
Additionally, it is important for parents to be informed of the risks their children may 
face.  Child Safety on the Information Highway (Magid, 1998), produced by the 
National Center for Missing & Exploited Children® and the Internet Alliance, was 
mailed to students’ homes before the first training session.   
The second session of the training program related to OWC Access.   As a matter 
of safety, students selected a pen name to ensure that their real names would never be 
used in the OWC.  Students learned about selecting appropriate passwords.  They also 
received a web address to access the OWC groups.  Finally, they practiced 
maneuvering in the OWC.   
During the third session, OWC Participation, students learned about the 
expectations that they could have of their online guide and the expectations that their 
guide would have of them.  Solloway & Harris (1999) recommended that students 
should be aware of behaviors expected of them before they start an online course.  
This training session allowed students to practice posting messages to the OWC.  In 
addition, techniques of skimming and scanning were addressed so that students 
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learned to locate posts that they needed to read;  “… since most people don't have 
time to read every single posting in an online discussion group, it's important to be 
able to quickly tell which messages to read, and which to ignore.” (Gahran, 1999, 
section Part 2, context and orientation ¶ 2). 
OWC Communication was the title of the fourth session.  Students learned about 
types of online talk.  This instruction was inspired by the Connected University (CU) 
online guide course.  Guides are taught how to distinguish between types of 
undesirable online talk for the purpose of encouraging focused, community 
discussions.  Situations such as “Kvetching,” and “Birdwalking” are presented for 
learners to decide how to “move the discussion into other areas,” which are more 
focused on the topic (Connected University, 2002).  Because of the social nature of 
middle level students, session four included training to help keep the OWC dialogue 
focused on writing.  The researcher, using CU’s situations as a guideline, defined six 
conversation types:   
a)  Crash, Boom, Banging--  when students post a lot of one or few word 
messages to the board;   
b)  Off-Roading--  when students post messages that are completely off the topic 
(such as unrelated social talk, jokes, etc.);  
 c)  Reckless Driving--  when students post messages that are meant to hurt or 
shock others (such as flames or posts with offensive/inappropriate language);   
d)  Road Raging--  when students post messages to complain about unrelated, 
inappropriate issues (such as the school or the teachers);   
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e)  Riding over the lines—when students post messages that provide negatively 
toned feedback; and 
f) Following the Road--  when students post quality messages that are on topic.  
Participants practiced posting “Following the Road” messages in specific folders in 
the OWC. 
Finally, the fifth session was titled, OWC Practice.  Students worked in groups.  
Each student posted a conversation to summarize what he or she had learned in one of 
the four previous training sessions.  The summary was first entered in a word 
processing application.  Students were shown how to use the “copy” and “paste” 
functions to post their summaries to the discussion board as new conversations.  
Students also posted responses to their group members’ summaries to allow for 
review of all of the training sessions.  Students had the opportunity to discuss 
questions and concerns with the researcher.   
Finally, students were briefly introduced to Emoticons, or emotion icons, which 
developed to help close the gap between face-to-face and online communication.  
This gap was discussed by Feenberg (1989): 
Engaging in face-to-face conversation involves complex forms of behaviour 
called 'phatic' functions by semiologists. When we say "Hey, how's it going?" we 
signify our availability for communication. We usually close the conversation with 
another set of rituals, such as, "I've gotta go. See you later." Throughout our talk, we 
are continually sending phatic signs back and forth to keep the line open and to make 
sure messages are getting through. For example, we say such things as, "How about 
that!" or reply, "Yes, go on." Looks and facial expressions tacitly reassure 
interlocutors that they are still in touch, or on the contrary carry a warning if the 
communication link is threatened by technical difficulties or improprieties. All such 
phatic signs are bypassed in computer conferencing. Even standard codes for opening 
and closing conversations are discarded (p. 23).   
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The five training sessions were held in November 2002.  Students could choose 
to attend hour long lunchtime or after school sessions November 18-20th.  On 
November 21st, all students met on a district inservice day (with school dismissal at 
11:30 am) from 12:00-2:00pm to complete the remaining sessions as a group.  Lunch 
or snacks were provided for students during each session.  An outline of the 
objectives and activities for training sessions is found in Appendix D.   
 On July 15, 2002, the training sessions were reviewed by Teresa Morretta, the 
sixth grade, middle level language arts teacher at Jenkintown Elementary.  Morretta 
expressed that all session objectives and activities were appropriate for middle level 
students.  The sessions were also reviewed by Andrew Marshall, CTO of Campus 
Technologies, INC to make sure that “Internet Safety” was well addressed and that 
best practices of online instruction were applied.   
Finally, a trial-run of the training sessions took place during preliminary data 
collection.  Suggestions from the preliminary data collection group guided the 
researcher to remove redundant activities, to add visual aids for concept review, and 
to make the training session handbook (Appendix E) more compact.   
3.5 Data Collection Instruments 
 In addition to detailed field notes and online transcripts of student interactions, 
the researcher used instruments to collect survey data and to make additional 
observations.  All instruments are described in detail in this section.  Copies of 
instruments discussed can be found in the Appendices. 
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3.5.1  Survey Data Instruments 
The researcher developed data collection instruments for use in this study.  In 
addition, a pre-established Writing Attitude Survey or WAS (Kear, Coffman, 
McKenna, Ambrosio, 2000) was given to participants.  These instruments are 
discussed below.   
3.5.1.1 Student and Parent Questionnaires 
Previous studies with middle level students examined the impact of computer 
software on student writing.  Many of these studies investigated the impact of word 
processing applications on middle level students’ holistic writing quality (Dybdahl, 
Shaw & Blahous, 1997; Lichtenstein, 1996).  The impact of word processing software 
on writing behaviors had also been examined (Moore, 1986; Smith, 1989; Owston, 
Murphy & Wideman, 1992).  These studies did not look at the impact of online 
writing conferences (using electronic bulletin board software) on writing behaviors.  
They did not measure effect on middle level student writers’ computer use.  
Furthermore, none of these studies addressed changes in student at home or in school 
writing and computer use behaviors. 
In order to understand the impact of the OWC group on the middle level 
student writers’ computer use and writing behaviors, the researcher developed the 
Student Questionnaire (see Appendix F) and the Parent Questionnaire (see Appendix 
G).  Specifically, the questionnaires address two of this study’s research 
subquestions:  a) Will student participants notice changes in their behaviors as writers 
(e.g. frequency of writing, frequency of drafting and redrafting, etc.) and as computer 
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users?   b)  Will the parents of the student partic ipants notice changes in their 
children’s writing behaviors and computer use?   
 Two questionnaires appropriate for middle level students were referenced 
when developing the content of these questionnaires.  The first questionnaire, 
Computer Use Survey (Quinones & Kirshstein, 1998), addressed student behaviors 
related to computer use.  Categories of the questionnaire were “Technology Use in 
School,” “Technology Use at Home,” “Resources at Home,”  “Use Outside of Class,” 
and “General Information.”  While this survey would have been useful in collecting 
information about student computer use, writing behaviors were not addressed.  
However, The Computer Use Survey was helpful in developing categories for the 
researcher-designed questionnaires by providing an example of using separate 
categories for in school and at home behaviors.   For the Student Questionnaire, the 
researcher developed the following categories:  “At Home Writing Behaviors,”  “In 
School Writing Behaviors,”  “At Home Technology Use,”  “In School Technology 
Use,”  and “General Information.”    
 Additional information for questionnaire content development came from an 
assessment on the Strategies of Writing, a survey given to sixth grade students as part 
of the PSSA (PDE, 2000b).  This survey included questions related to behaviors that 
students engage in while writing and using the computer both in and out of school.  It 
was not appropriate for this study because it was designed specifically to be used in 
conjunction with the PSSA.  In addition, it did not address the use of the computer for 
writing conferences. 
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 Questions designed for parent perceptions of student computer use and writing 
behaviors were absent in the literature.  This is why the parent version of the 
questionnaire was developed. The Parent Questionnaire has fewer categories since 
parents could only observe student behaviors at home. These categories are, “Student 
Writing Behaviors,”  “Student Computer Use,” and “General Information.”  
 The researcher adhered to Wiersma’s (2000) general guidelines for 
questionnaire item-construction summarized in Table 4.   
Selected-response items dominate the Student and Parent Questionnaires.  
Some scales were included. Other individual questions were asked to help triangulate 
data.  Open-ended items were added at the end of the surveys.  Vockell & Asher 
(1995) recommend the inclusion of these open-ended items so participants can 
express thoughts beyond the scope of selected-responses.    
The researcher applied procedures to establish both content va lidity and 
reliability.  The content of the questionnaires was reviewed by an expert panel of 
three:  1)  Dr. Alexander Friedlander, associate professor in the Department of 
Culture and Communication at Drexel University, with research interests in 
professional communication, writing and computers and writing;  2)  Dr. Ron Bishop, 
assistant professor in the Department of Culture and Communication at Drexel 
University, with experience as editor with County Leader Newspapers covering (in-
part) news in education;  3)  Teresa Morretta, M.Ed., sixth grade language arts teacher 
at Jenkintown Elementary School (with 20+ years experience in the instruction of 
middle level student writers) and coauthor of  Practical Approaches for Teaching 
Reading and Writing in Middle Schools.  
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Table 4.  Summary of Guidelines for Questionnaire Item Construction 
Items should … 
· be clear 
· focus on a single concept 
· be in the respondent’s frame of 
reference 
· be on an appropriate reading level  
· be short and simple  
· ask for specific numbers 
· match response options 
· relate to the research question 
Items should NOT … 
· lead the respondent 
· be “loaded with social or 
professional desirability” 
· be too personal  
· include double negatives 
 
SOURCE:  Based on Wiersma, 2000, p. 169 
 
All members of the panel were sent the questionnaires on May 30, 2002.  
They were to logically analyze the items to make sure the content was valid, relating 
to student writing behaviors and computer use.  In addition, they were to report on 
any questions that needed to be added or removed to better understand middle level 
student writing behaviors and computer use.  (Suggestions to improve the readability 
and format of the questionnaire were also accepted.)  In July 2002, the researcher had 
face-to-face meetings with panel members to discuss their suggestions.   A summary 
of panel comments is outlined in Table 5. 
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Table 5.  Summary of Expert Panel Comments for Student and Parent Questionnaires 
FEEDBACK FRIEDLANDER BISHOP MORRETTA 
Student & Parent 
Questionnaires 
· bold key words 
· add footer (“Please 
turn to the next 
page”) 
· distinguish writing 
types (“personal 
writing”; “writing 
projects”) 
· add, “My child 
NEEDS help…” 
· reorder original 
questions 
numbered (38 & 
39 on student 
AND 23 & 24 on 
parent) 
· make all text 
headings (Every 
day, At least once 
a week…) 
horizontal 
· use wording, 
“Chatting on the 
computer…” 
· add, “My child 
SEEKS help…” 
· ask students if they 
can access their 
writing teacher 
from home 
· use term “writing 
assignments” as is 
used in students’ 
classes  
· ask if students 
make changes to 
their writing based 
on discussions, 
support or help 
they receive from 
others. 
 
 
 Questionnaires were revised after receiving the feedback from the expert 
panel.  New drafts were distributed to panel members.  Panel members felt the 
content was comprehensive.  Therefore, question content was left intact.  Additional 
recommendations to improve readability were incorporated in a final draft.   
 A preliminary run of the questionnaires was conducted on October 17, 2002.  
This run was for the purpose of “eliminating ambiguities and clarifying directions” 
(Wiersma, 2000, p. 172).  This is done with a limited number of individuals, usually 
five to ten…” (Wiersma, 2000, p.165).  Five, middle level eighth grade students from 
the Jenkintown School District responded to the Student Questionnaire and five, 8th 
grade parents responded to the Parent Questionnaire.  
The researcher was present while student participants responded to the 
questionnaires.  Participants were instructed to inform the researcher if they found 
unclear or confusing questions.  They were also allowed to engage in “think aloud” 
behaviors while completing the questionnaires.  Field notes, documenting questions 
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asked by respondents, were taken.  Once all participants completed the 
questionnaires, an unstructured focus group was held; the individuals made 
suggestions for improving the clarity of questions.  The modification to the Student 
Questionnaire was minor and included adding a choice of “14” for student age.  
Though two students suggested adding a “Sometimes” column for the “Yes” or “No” 
questions, the researcher decided to leave these questions as they were to have forced 
responses and avoid “watering down” data.  Student Questionnaires took no longer 
than 30 minutes to complete. 
Parent Questionnaires were sent home to be completed by one parent of each 
preliminary data collection student participant.  A Questionnaire Feedback Form was 
attached to these Parent Questionnaires in order to acquire information surrounding 
time of completion and item clarity.  Parents reported that the Questionnaire took 
them between 5 and 15 minutes to complete.  Parents did not fill in the space that 
asked about unclear items. However, when asked to share additional thoughts about 
the Questionnaire, one parent wrote: “Middle school children do not usually share 
each and every writing assignment or homework assignment with parents on a daily 
basis.  Therefore, some of these questions were a bit difficult to answer.”  
Interestingly, this parent did not use the “Don’t know” column at all.  Instead of 
changing the actual Parent Questionnaire items, the researcher attempted to remedy 
this parent frustration by creating a cover letter to be attached to Parent 
Questionnaires.  This letter let parents know that the Questionnaire attempts to 
uncover parent “perceptions” of specific student behaviors.  It also acknowledges that 
at the middle level, it is understood that students do not always share everything with 
    100 
their parents.  The researcher thought that this letter would encourage parents to feel 
comfortable to use the “Don’t know” answer choice.  This modification was 
presented to the parent with this concern.  She felt comfortable with the modification.   
It was originally intended that the revised drafts of the Student and Parent 
Questionnaires would be given to 30, eighth grade students and their parents in order 
to calculate Cronbach’s alpha on the Student Writing Behavior scales.  This second 
run was to be used to estimate scale consistency or reliability (Wiersma, 2000).  
However, there were only n=8, eighth grade student/parent volunteers to complete the 
survey. Therefore, these 8 volunteers’ completed questionnaires were combined with 
the completed questionnaires from actual data collection participants in order to 
calculate alpha with greater confidence.  On the Student Questionnaire, Cronbach’s 
alpha was computed for both In School Writing Behaviors (.829) and At Home 
Writing Behaviors (.810) scales. Alpha was also calculated for the At Home Writing 
Behavior (.862) on the Parent Questionnaire.  The alpha coefficient was acceptable 
(above .80) for all scales indicating internal consistency, “based on the average inter-
item correlation” (SPSS Inc., 2001). 
During actual data collection students and parents responded to the questionnaire 
on two separate occasions so pre- and post OWC group comparisons could be made.  
Students completed Questionnaires during meetings with the researcher.  Parent 
questionnaires were sent home.  Parents could return the Questionnaire with a 
stamped envelope addressed to the researcher or could give their sealed envelope with 
the enclosed questionnaire to their child’s language arts’ teacher.    Follow-up phone 
calls or mail outs were made if surveys were not returned by the requested date. 
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3.5.1.2  Student and Parent Interview Protocols 
Questionnaires were given to participants to better understand their at home 
and in school writing behaviors and computer use.   However, it is often beneficial to 
have multiple data collection procedures (Wiersma, 2000).  Therefore, students and 
parents not only responded to questionnaire items, they also were interviewed by the 
researcher to create a deeper understanding of student writing behaviors and 
computer use. In addition, the interview tried to uncover student ideas about effective 
writing.   McCarthy (1994) showed that educators need more information about what 
students consider “good writing.”  Therefore, students were asked to provide 
characteristics of effective writing and effective writers to explore the connections 
that students make to the five domains.  The interviews collected student and parent 
perceptions of the OWC groups.  “Because young writers seem to respond in various 
ways to writing workshop and conferences, asking students to think about how they 
perceive the effect of those instructional processes on them as writers and on their 
writing may be useful…[in determining] how these settings are or are not 
contributing to their growth as writers.” (Dahl & Farnan, 1998, p. 49).   
In sum, the interviews helped to answer the following subquestions of this 
study:  a)  Why will students access the Online Writing Conference  (e.g. to socialize, 
get feedback, provide feedback, etc.)?;  b)  Will student participants notice changes in 
their (at home or in school) behaviors as writers (e.g. frequency of writing, frequency 
of drafting and redrafting, etc.) and as computer users?;  c)  Will the parents of the 
student participants notice changes in their children’s (at home) writing behaviors and 
computer use?;  d)  What attitudes or feelings do students have about writing?  Will 
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this change over the course of the group’s existence?;  e)  How do students and 
parents feel about the online environment for the writing conference?;  and f)  How 
do students define “effective writing”?  Will this change over the course of the 
group’s existence?  
 Categories were developed to relate to the research questions.  Respectively, 
they were titled:   “Writing Behaviors,”  “Attitudes towards Writing,”  
“Characteristics of Effective Writing,”  “Student Computer Use,” and “Attitudes 
towards the Online Writing Conference.”  Questions were then developed for each 
category, and interview protocols were developed.  Interview directions and 
procedures were standardized (Wiersma, 2000). The guidelines followed for 
interview question development (Wiersma, 2000) are summarized in Table 6.  
Though interview questions had been structured, the researcher prepared to modify 
questions based on the responses of the participants (Schloss & Smith, 1999).  There 
were three interview protocols for use in this study:  the Student Interview Protocol 
(see Appendix H), the Student Exit Interview Protocol (Appendix I), and the Parent 
Exit Interview Protocol (see Appendix J).  
 
Table 6.  Summary of Guidelines for Interview Item Construction 
Interview questions should … 
· be unambiguous 
· be in the respondent’s frame of 
reference 
· be selected-response or open-ended 
· have consistent meaning across 
respondents  
· relate to the research question 
 
SOURCE:  Based on Wiersma, 2000, p. 185-186 
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The expert panel that reviewed the questionnaires also reviewed the interview 
protocols.  Panel members were met with face-to-face to discuss suggestions. Their 
input is summarized in Table 7. 
 
Table 7.  Summary of Expert Panel Comments for Student and Parent Interview Protocols  
FEEDBACK FRIEDLANDER BISHOP MORRETTA 
Student & Parent 
Interview Protocols 
· remove the term 
“middle level” 
when addressing 
student writers. 
· provide student 
interviewees with 
a copy of the 
Questionnaire 
Introduction. 
· create a visual for 
student 
interviewees to 
view the stages of 
the writing process 
(for item 3). 
· review language in 
the Questionnaire 
Introduction to 
make sure it is 
informal and 
student-friendly. 
· ask students whom 
they do NOT like 
discussing their 
writing with. 
· create a follow up 
question to #24.  
(Ask students if 
they felt their 
typing skills 
affected their 
participation.) 
 
· note that students 
may interpret 
“journal entry” as 
a response to 
literature. 
· ask students if a 
specific author 
inspires them to 
write a certain 
way. 
 
 
Protocols were revised after meeting with the expert panel members.  Panel 
members were sent copies of the revised Protocols along with summaries of their 
feedback.   
Preliminary runs of the interview protocols were held with five 8th grade students 
from the Jenkintown School District and five 8th grade parents.  Items were be 
slightly modified for clarity after this trial run.   
The student interviews were conducted in person or over the phone both before 
and after the OWC groups.  The researcher read the introduction to the interview 
protocol aloud to the students.  Students were given a copy of the introduction text to 
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follow.  In addition, they received a copy of the stages of the writing process for help 
in understanding question 3. Telephone interviews were held with parents after the 
OWC groups concluded.  
Student interviews took no longer than 60 minutes and parent interviews were 
less than 25 minutes.    This is because “most interviewees will tire of a telephone 
interview after twenty-five minutes or so, whereas face-to-face interview can go 
longer without fatigue, even up to forty-five minutes to an hour” (Wiersma, 2000, p. 
189). 
As is common with qualitative, ethnographic research, new questions emerged 
over the course of the study.  The researcher reserved the right to make necessary 
changes to the Interview Protocols in order to yield key information.  In fact, 
additional exit interview questions were added for both students and parents.  These 
questions were reviewed by the researcher’s dissertation chair, Dr. Sheila Vaidya, and 
by the Institutional Review Board before they were used to collect data.   
3.5.1.3  The Writing Attitude Survey 
 Student interviews provided qualitative data about the participants’ attitudes 
towards writing.  The Writing Attitude Survey or the WAS (Kear, Coffman, 
McKenna and Ambrosio, 2000) also was used to investigate student attitudes towards 
writing.  The Writing Attitude Survey or WAS (see Appendix K) was selected for use 
in this study because a) it measured student attitudes towards writing;  b) it was 
developmentally appropriate for middle level participants and was designed for use 
with students in grades 1-12;  c)  it was 28 questions in length (requiring little time 
from participants); and d)  it had a high degree of reliability-- reliability coefficients 
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as determined by Cronbach’s alpha ranged from .86-.93 with middle level students 
(Kear, Coffman, McKenna & Ambrosio, 2000, p. 14).   
Students who write using technology or who access out-of-classroom writing 
conference support often report positive feelings about themselves as writers (Fitch, 
1985;  Wilcox, Anstead & Black, 1997).  The WAS provided quantitative data to 
answer one of the study’s questions:  What attitudes or feelings do students have 
about writing?  Will this change over the course of the group’s existence? 
 Fortunately, “the instrument may be used to…give a pre- and 
postmeasurement score of attitude toward writing” (Kear, Coffman, McKenna & 
Ambrosio, 2000, p. 14).  It was distributed to all student participants in the study 
before the beginning of the OWC groups and after their completion. 
 The survey data instruments were used to uncover student and parent 
perceptions related to student writing behaviors, student computer use and 
membership in the Online Writing Conference groups. However, with observations 
being the primary mode of data collection in an ethnographic study, observation 
systems are discussed next in subsection 3.5.2. 
     3.5.2  Observation System Instruments 
 The observed behaviors and discourse of middle level students accessing the 
OWC groups was key to understanding the usefulness of these groups for in-process 
writing support and for domain-based expression.  Field notes with observations and 
impressions were recorded in a reflective log.  In addition to detailed field notes, the 
researcher developed observation systems to record focused observations (Wiersma, 
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2000) throughout this study.  These observation systems, the Access-Purpose and 
Discourse Observation Matrix (APDM)  and the Access-Frequency Tables are 
discussed next.  This is followed by an overview of the training that was provided for 
the independent observer who used the APDM throughout the study.   
3.5.2.1  Participation-Tracking Observation Sheets 
The frequency of student participation in OWC groups was tracked with the 
Access-Frequency Table (AFT) (Appendix L).  Since posting a message is a “discrete 
behavior” (Vockell & Asher, 1995, p. 137), it could be counted.  Each week, posting 
behaviors were counted and recorded on the AFT for each group participant.  Totals 
were tallied for each participant and each group.   
This data is important because despite increased student motivation to write 
when communication technologies are used (Karayan & Crowe, 1997), low frequency 
of online participation (Pena-Perez, 2000) or participation that tapers after the 
introductory phases in online forums (Harris, 1998) have been noted.  A trial run of 
the AFT was held during preliminary data collection.  While no changes were made, 
the researcher decided to manage data with an additional observation system:  the 
Detailed Access-Frequency Table (DAFT).  This table included columns to record not 
only the amount of posts made each week, but also the days of the week and the times 
of day that posts were made.  After seeing trends related to days and times of student 
posts during preliminary data collection, the researcher added the DAFT during data 
collection to understand not only how often students access the Online Writing 
Conference group, but when they are most likely to access it.   
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 3.5.2.2  Access-Purpose & Discourse Observation Matrix   
In addition to measuring the frequency of student participation, the purpose of 
student posts was also observed.  With adult learners, the number of posts related to 
personal contacts were almost the same as the course topics (Hammond, 2000, p. 
251).  With middle level students being focused on social peer acceptance (NMSA, 
1996), the online actions of the individual students were important to understand if 
the OWC groups were used for the discussion of student writing and specific writing 
pieces.  Student participation in the OWC groups were recorded and coded on the 
Access-Purpose and Discourse Observation Matrix (APDM, see Appendix M).   
Each time a student posted, his/her post was coded for purpose.  The purpose 
of student posts were separated into categories based on the three types of 
conversation 1) “Assignment-related;”  2) “Help requests;” and 3) “Social 
Interchange” tha t Connected University’s guide course makes reference to 
(Connected University, 2002).  The first three categories for this study, “Give 
Feedback,”  “Get Feedback,” and “Request/Share Knowledge,” were based on the 
“Assignment-related” category.   “Socialize,” matches the “Social Interchange” 
category and “Give/Get Technical Assistance,”  stemmed from “Help Requests.”  A 
“Thank Group Member / Miscellaneous” category was added for this study and was 
evaluated during preliminary data collection.   This category was used to code posts 
that had the purpose of thanking others for their help or that did not fall into one of 
the other categories mentioned. 
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Minor changes were made to the Categories and Indicators for Post Content 
(Appendix N) during the training of the independent observer.  These changes made 
the Category and Indicator sheet more clear for the researcher and the observer.   
Each student post that was coded “Give Feedback,” “Get Feedback,” or “Share 
Knowledge,” was counted on the APDM and then categorized by the domain or 
domains that the post related to.  This helped keep track of the domain-based 
discourse posted in the OWC.   
Five of the cells of the Matrix represent the five domains of effective writing:  
focus, organization, content, style and conventions.   More than one cell of the Matrix 
can be checked off if a post contains content that relates to more than one domain.  
Discourse was coded in weekly intervals.  The information gathered from the APDM 
shed light on the domains that the student participants naturally focus on during the 
Online Writing Conferences.   
 The Writing Assessment Handbook (PDE, 2000b) was referenced when 
creating the operational definitions of the domain-based discourse found in the 
Matrix.   These categories and indicators were reviewed with the independent 
observer to make sure the definitions of the domain-based discourse were 
comprehensive enough to include all related posts.   The version used during data 
collection can be found in Appendix P.  
 Mention of an independent observer has been made throughout the discussion 
of the APDM. This observer, her training, and inter rater reliability is discussed next, 
in section 3.5.2.3.   
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3.5.2.3  Independent Observer, Training, Inter Rater Reliability 
 The independent observer selected for this study was Ann Weil, Ph.D.  Weil 
was certified to conduct research through Drexel University’s Institutional Review 
Board.  Weil also received a doctorate in Educational Leadership from Drexel’s 
School of Education in June 2001. 
 In September 2002, the researcher met face-to-face with Weil to conduct the 
first training session. Weil received an outline of the training sessions, copies of the 
original Access Purpose and Discourse Observation systems, and both Category and 
Indicator sheets.  She and the researcher went online to a mock Online Writing 
Conference group created by the researcher.  Weil had to maneuver in the online 
environment to locate and code mock student posts.  She and the researcher discussed 
the posts.  By the end of the meeting, Weil and the researcher coded about 30 mock 
posts and decided to place the original Access Purpose and Discourse Observation 
coding on one sheet.  This is how the APDM was established.   
 For a month after the initial face-to-face meeting, Weil and the researcher 
coded 30 additional posts.  Codings for these posts were discussed; the Categories 
and Indicators were fine-tuned. 
 An online “chat” held on October 18, 2001 between the researcher and Weil 
allowed for additional clarification for the APDM.  This was followed by messages 
made by the researcher and students in the preliminary data collection group during 
their OWC training week.  These posts were coded and discussed by Weil and the 
researcher using the revised Category and Indicator sheets and the APDM.  Posts 
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made by students during the first week of preliminary data collection were also used 
for observer training.   
Overall, there were 60 posts created by the researcher and 114 researcher and 
student posts made during training and the first week of preliminary data collection 
that were used during the training of the independent observer.   
 Codings from the second week of preliminary data collection were used to 
establish initial levels of inter rater reliability and agreement.  To determine the level 
of agreement between the researcher and the observer when coding Access Purpose, 
Cohen’s kappa coefficient was calculated.  Cohen’s kappa determines how closely 
two raters agree when exclusive categories are used.  It provides an “index of 
agreement between the two raters” (Norušis, 2000, 366).  Since it is possible that two 
raters can agree or disagree at times by chance, kappa “corrects the observed percent 
agreement for chance” (Norušis, 2000, 367).  During the second week of preliminary 
data collection, 60 posts were made.  These posts were all used when calculating 
kappa.  The measure of agreement was at .865 for coding the purpose of posts (with a 
standard error of .057).  This shows strong agreement between the two raters.  
Cohen’s kappa was also applied to Week Nine and Week Ten posts to make sure that 
a high level of agreement was maintained.  In fact, this level of agreement increased 
as the kappa value was .933 (with a standard error of .032).   
 Of the 60 posts from week two of preliminary data collection, 47 of them 
were coded as “Get feedback,”  “Give feedback,” or “Request/Share Knowledge.”  
Therefore, these 47 posts were further examined for their domain-based content.  
Since it is possible for the researcher and the observer to apply more than one 
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domain-based code to each of these 47 posts, kappa could not be used.  The formula 
of agreement / agreement + disagreement was used to provide the proportion for 
agreement for the researcher and the observer categorizing posts by domain-based 
content.  For the 47 posts, 96 codes were made by both the researcher and the 
observer. There were 11 cases that represented the researcher or the observer 
selecting an additional code or category for a specific post.  The final level of 
agreement was .897 (96 / 96 +11).  This level, close to one, shows strong level of 
agreement between the researcher and the observer when coding for the domain-
based content of posts.  Again, this formula was applied to Week Nine and Ten posts.  
The final level of agreement was .940 (158 / 158 + 10).     
 In sum, the level of agreement between the researcher and the independent 
observer was high at first measure during preliminary data collection.  This level 
increased by the final weeks of the Online Writing Conference.  Therefore, a high 
level of observer agreement on Access Purpose and Discourse Observation was 
realized.   
3.6  Data Collection Methods and Timeline 
Preliminary data was collected with eighth graders during a six-week, six-phase 
period.  Additional data collection, which was chunked in three phases and lasted 
approximately six months, followed.  The preliminary data collection and data 
collection periods are detailed next. 
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3.6.1 Preliminary Data Collection  
 Preliminary data was collected in a six-phase, six week time period beginning 
the end of September 2002.  Sampling methodology for preliminary data collection is 
detailed in section 3.3.6.   After consent was given to the participants, phase one of 
preliminary data collection began.   
During phase one, five 8th grade students and their parents were given the 
Student and Parent Questionnaires.  Student and parent participants gave feedback 
about the question items to the researcher. Participant ideas and thoughts were 
recorded in the researcher’s log. The purpose of this was a) to review the clarity of 
questionnaire items, and b) to determine the approximate time needed for the 
completion of the questionnaires. The same process was also used for the Student 
Interview Protocol.  The five students were interviewed by the researcher in order    
a) to review interview item clarity, and b) to determine the approximate time needed 
for the completion of the initial student interviews.  These study instruments, the 
Student and Parent Questionnaires and the Student Interview Protocol were slightly 
modified and shared with the participants as part of phase two (modifications are 
outlined in section 3.5, Data Collection Instruments). 
The five-session DISCUS training was also included in phase two.  The 
researcher used a checklist and reviewed student training handbooks to identify if 
student participants met session objectives.  Students were clear on all concepts 
taught during training.  Training sessions were reviewed with the participants for their 
ideas about what should be added or eliminated.  Suggestions were recorded in a 
reflective log for continued reference.  At the end of phase two, participants reviewed 
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the revised questionnaire and interviews from phase one so that any final changes 
could be made before phase three.   
 During this phase the training sessions were revised (modifications are 
outlined in section 3.4.2, Participant Training).  It was the goal of this phase to also 
administer the new versions of the Student and Parent Questionnaires to thirty, 8th 
grade students and their parents so that Cronbach’s alpha could be run on the Writing 
Behaviors scales of the questionnaires.  After in-school announcements to students 
and parents along with three separate mail outs to remind students and parents about 
this Questionnaire completion, only eight students returned consent to complete this 
Questionnaire.  Therefore, Cronbach’s alpha was calculated by using completed 
Questionnaires from the eight volunteers from preliminary data collection and the 30 
volunteers from data collection.   
 The five, 8th grade students trained in DISCUS then participated in a one-
week Online Writing Conference group as part of phase four.  The purpose of this 
was for Observation Systems to be tried out with actual board posts.  In addition, the 
researcher made sure that the posts to the electronic bulletin board for a group of six 
(five students plus the researcher) could be easily followed.  The researcher discussed 
the appearance of the OWC with the student participants and recorded their ideas.  
Adjustments to the Observation systems had already been made; the group size was 
left intact.   
During phase five, the same five students had an additional one-week trial with 
the board.  This additional week was provided in case changes were made to the 
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original board.  The researcher used the coded postings from this week to establish 
the level of reliability and agreement between the observers (see section 3.5.2.3).     
Finally, during phase six, the five students and their parents were interviewed by 
the researcher.  The interviews were discussed with the participants in order to make 
further clarifications or to make changes to the exit interview items. The reflective log 
was used and reviewed to make sure that all suggestions and reflections were 
considered.  Phase three participants received free lunch and snacks as a “thank you” 
for completing the questionnaires.   
The five families who participate during phases one, two, four, five and six were 
be given a $5.00 gift card to Barnes and Noble to thank them for their participation.  
The five students also received snacks or lunch during all instrument completion and 
training sessions.  
 3.6.2  Data Collection     
 Various data collection methods were used in order to better understand the 
behaviors, attitudes and discourse of the middle level students in the online writing 
groups.  Participant observation was the primary mode of data collection.  However, 
other data collection methods included surveying through questionnaires and 
interviews.  Tables 8, 9 and 10 detail the data collection methods and procedures that 
were used in this study.  Each of these tables represents a different impact variable 
(behaviors, attitudes or discourse) and displays the research questions that 
underpinned the investigation of those variables.  The tables also include the research 
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methods, procedures and instruments that were used to acquire information for each 
research question. 
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Table 8.  Summary of Data Collection for “Behaviors” 
Question Methods Procedures Instruments/Other 
How often will 
students access the 
online writing 
environment? 
When will students 
access the online 
writing 
environment? 
(Participant) 
Observation 
 
 
 
 
Interview 
Tracked the number of 
individual student and 
group messages each 
week.  Tracked day of 
week and time of day 
for each post.  
Recorded information 
on AFT, DAFT.  
Transferred to SPSS 
spreadsheet.  Reviewed 
OWC board. 
 
Asked students and 
parents about access 
within one month of 
the board’s end. 
Access-Frequency Table (AFT), 
Detailed Access-Frequency 
Table (DAFT) 
 
 
 
Student and Parent (Exit) 
Interview Protocols 
Why will students 
access the Online 
Writing 
Conference  (e.g. to 
socialize, get 
feedback, provide 
feedback, etc.)? 
(Participant) 
Observation  
Recorded written 
observations & 
impressions related to 
student participation. 
 
Coded purpose student 
participation each week 
with APDM.   
 
Asked students about 
their OWC 
participation in the exit 
interview. 
Field Notes 
 
 
 
 
 
Access-Purpose and Discourse 
Observation Matrix (APDM) 
 
 
 
Student (Exit) Interview Protocol 
 
Will student 
participants notice 
changes in their (at 
home and in 
school) behaviors 
as writers (e.g. 
frequency of 
writing, frequency 
of drafting and 
redrafting, etc.)?  
Will the parents of 
the student 
participants notice 
changes in their 
children’s (at 
home) writing 
behaviors? 
Questionnaires & 
Interview  
Administered 
questionnaires to 
parents and students 
prior to the onset of the 
conference groups and 
within one month after 
the end of the 
conference groups. 
 
Interviewed students 
and parents within one 
month after the end of 
the conference groups. 
Student  and Parent 
Questionnaires 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Student and Parent (Exit) 
Interview Protocol  
B
E
H
A
V
IO
R
S 
Will student 
participants notice 
changes in their 
computer use 
behaviors?  Will 
parents of the 
student participants 
notice changes in 
their children’s 
computer use 
behaviors? 
Questionnaire & 
Interview  
Surveyed students and 
parents prior to the 
onset of the conference 
groups and within one 
month after the end of 
the conference groups. 
 
 
Interviewed students 
and parents within one 
month after the end of 
the conference groups. 
Student and Parent 
Questionnaires 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Student and Parent (Exit) 
Interview Protocol 
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Table 9.  Summary of Data Collection for “Attitudes” 
Question Methods Procedures Instruments/Other 
What attitudes or 
feelings do 
students have about 
writing?  Will this 
change over the 
course of the 
group’s existence? 
Questionnaire & 
Interview 
 
(Participant) 
Observation 
Found Pre- & 
Postmeasurement score 
for attitudes toward 
writing 
 
Interviewed students 
prior to the onset of the 
groups within one 
month after the end of 
the conference groups. 
 
Recorded observations 
and impressions in 
researcher log. 
The Writing Attitude Survey 
(WAS) (Kear, Coffman, 
McKenna, Ambrosio, 2000) 
 
 
Student Interview Protocols 
 
 
 
 
 
Field notes 
How do students 
and parents feel 
about the online 
environment for 
the writing 
conference? 
Questionnaire & 
Interview 
Surveyed & 
Interviewed students 
and parents prior to the 
onset of the groups and 
within one month after 
the end of the 
conference groups. 
Student and Parent 
Questionnaires 
 
 
 
 
Student and Parent Interview 
Protocols 
A
T
T
IT
U
D
E
S 
How do students 
define “effective 
writing”?  Will this 
change over the 
course of the 
group’s existence? 
Interview  Interviewed students 
prior to the onset of the 
groups and within one 
month after the end of 
the conference groups. 
 
Student Interview Protocols 
 
 
Table 10.  Summary of Data Collection for “Discourse” 
Question Methods Procedures Instruments/Other 
D
IS
C
O
U
R
SE
 In what domains of 
writing will student 
and teacher 
discourse fall?  
Will this change 
over the course of 
the group’s 
existence? 
(Participant) 
Observation 
Categorized the content 
of student discourse 
related to the five 
domains of effective 
writing:  focus, content, 
organization, style and 
conventions. 
 
Record thoughts, ideas 
and observations in 
researcher journal. 
Access-Purpose and Discourse 
Observation Matrix (APDM) 
 
 
 
 
 
Field notes 
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3.6.3  Data Collection Procedures and Timeline 
 Data was collected in three phases titled, Pre-OWC, OWC and Post-OWC.  
Details for these phases are found in the subsections below.   
3.6.3.1  Phase One:  Pre-OWC, November 2002 
Phase One began on November 8, 2002.  Self-selecting students from grade six 
and grade seven who returned consent/permission and assent forms met with the 
researcher for an initial meeting. This meeting was held after participants from the 
preliminary data collection group reviewed changes made (as per their suggestions) to 
the Student Questionnaire.  During this meeting, all participants had the opportunity 
to ask questions and complete the revised Student Questionnaire and the Writing 
Attitude Survey (Kear, Coffman, McKenna, Ambrosio, 2000).  There were two times 
available to students for this initial meeting.  All 6th graders (n=25) attended a 
lunchtime session of this meeting.  Lunch was provided for all student participants.  
The seventh graders (n=5) attended an after school meeting.  Snacks were provided 
for these students.   
During the week of November 11th, the researcher conducted individual 
interviews with all 30 participants.  Interviews were conducted after students in the 
preliminary data collection group provided feedback and discussed changes made to 
the interview questions.  Student interviews were held at a mutually convenient time 
for the researcher and the participant (Wiersma, 2000).  Interviews were conducted 
before or after school, and during student lunch or recess only.  Keeping ethics in 
mind, the researcher did not interrupt students’ class time.   
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During this phase, the researcher met with the sixth grade language arts’ teacher 
to purposefully assign the participants to their Online Writing Conference groups as 
discussed in the sampling subsection, 3.3.3. 
After information collected from participants and their parents indicated “best 
times” for training program sessions, the researcher offered a choice of two training 
times (12pm-1pm and 3pm-4pm) on November 18 through November 20.  All sixth 
graders selected the lunchtime slots and were provided with free lunch during their 
training sessions.  All seventh graders attended the after school sessions and were 
provided with snacks during training.  The final training sessions, attended by all 30 
participants, were held after a district early dismissal day from 12:00pm – 2:00pm on 
November 21, 2002.   
Two seventh graders had to make up a training session due to basketball practice.  
One sixth grader made up a session missed due to absence.  By November 21st at 
3:30pm, all students successfully completed all training sessions. 
Parents of the participants were sent the Parent Questionnaire during this phase.  
Parents were told to return the Questionnaire (in a provided envelope) to the students’ 
language arts teachers.  Follow up mailings, which included a new copy of the Parent 
Questionnaire and a stamped, pre-addressed envelope, were sent to parents who did 
not return their completed forms by the given deadline.  Phone calls were made one 
week after mailings were sent for a final inquiry about the four Parent Questionnaires 
that were not yet returned.   
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At the end of Phase One, all families were sent a letter thanking them for their 
time during the first stage.  In addition, they were sent the $5.00 Barnes and Noble 
Gift Card that was offered as the incentive for participation during Phase One.  
3.6.3.2  Phase Two:  OWC, November/December 2002-February 2003  
The Online Writing Conference began on November 25, 2002.  The OWC ran 
for a period of ten weeks.  A message welcoming students and encouraging them to 
reflect on a writing technique was presented each week to the students.  These 
messages, designed to prompt reflective analysis, are highly recommended by writing 
researchers (Camp, 1992;  Howard, 1990).  The development of these messages were 
influenced by 1) needs found in student writing; 2)  updates provided by the 6th and 
7th grade language arts’ teachers; and 3)  developmentally appropriate lessons and 
writing tips provided in three books:  Lessons That Change Writers by Nancie Atwell 
(2002), How Writers Work by Ralph Fletcher (2000), and What’s Your Story? by 
Marion Dane Bauer (1992).  
Each week, the researcher started a new message and discussion. This weekly 
timeline is accepted in online studies.  “It was noted that posting a topic only for a 
week kept discussions more focused than longer postings,” (Novitzki, 2000, p. 70).  
Students were also able to post their own drafts and discussion topics for peer and 
teacher feedback.   
During Phase two, weekly analyses were created. The researcher used the created 
Observation Systems (AFT, DAFT, and APDM) throughout this data collection 
period.  The independent observer also coded student posts using the APDM.  These 
observations were discussed weekly with Ann Weil, Ph.D., the independent observer/ 
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peer reviewer.  The researcher continued to write reflections, recording both 
observations and impressions.   
At the end of phase two, the researcher met face-to-face with students to give 
them their earned incentive ($7.00 Hobby Center gift certificate) and to decide upon 
mutually convenient interview and questionnaire completion times.  
3.6.3.3  Phase Three:  Post-OWC, March 2003-May 2003 
After the ten-week period, the researcher met face-to-face with the students for 
their second completion of the Student Questionnaire and the Writing Attitude Survey 
(Kear, Coffman, McKenna, Ambrosio, 2000).  In addition, exit interviews with 
students and their parents were held using the revised Exit Interview Protocols. Final 
student incentives, $10.00 gift cards to Zany Brainy, were distributed by mail to all 
families in March, shortly after exit interviews were completed.   
Though data was continuously analyzed throughout the study, final analyses were 
completed during phase three.  Conclusions were drawn and shared as part the 
holistic portrait of middle level students accessing the Online Writing Conference 
groups throughout the writing process.    
3.7  Data Analysis Procedures 
An ethnography as a product is a “description & interpretation of a cultural or 
social group or system.” (Creswell, 1998, p. 58).  However, this description cannot be 
written without the proper data management and analysis procedures.   
There is an abundance of data in a qualitative, ethnographic study.  This data 
needs to be properly organized.  Before data collection, the researcher organized 
consent/permission and assent forms, data collection instruments and record sheets, 
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and training session materials in separate color coded binders.  In addition, the 
researcher used a lockable filing cabinet to hold consent/permission and assent forms, 
data collection materials, and completed data forms (when not in use).  File folders 
were set up for each OWC group.  Weekly analyses of the APDM were placed in 
each group’s file folder.  Individual manila folders were created for each 
student/parent participant.  An ID number was also assigned to each participant for 
use in labeling data collection instruments such as the Questionnaires and the WAS.  
Instruments and record sheets for each participant were placed in proper folders 
throughout the study.  This allowed the researcher to focus on each group and its 
members during data analysis. The researcher also set up DISCUS so that each group 
had separate folders in which to post messages.  Keeping group and individual 
information separate allowed the researcher to create categories and then test them by 
reviewing other groups or individuals.   
This study also made use of three, researcher-created observation systems.  
These systems, by nature, organize data into groups or help to code data during the 
collection stage.  In ethnographic research, analysis and data collection are not 
distinct phases, they occur simultaneously. (Jones, 1999).  The categories and 
indicators were revised as needed throughout observer training, preliminary data 
collection, and pre-OWC activities.  The operational definitions for discourse in the 
five domains became more comprehensive by the time data collection began. 
Student and parent interviews were organized on researcher-made record 
sheets.  In addition, the interviews were audio-taped for partial transcription and later 
review.  Transcriptions were labeled with ID Numbers placed in manila folders.  
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Audio-tapes were also labeled and kept in the locked filing cabinet.  Audio-tapes 
were destroyed after final data analysis. 
Computer files held the researcher’s log, email contacts and discourse 
information.  Files with OWC board information were placed in sub-files by week 
and by group.  Color coding was used when analyzing data.   
Microsoft® Excel was used to visually represent data collected on the AFT, 
DAFT, and APDM observation systems.  SPSS® 11.0 was also used.  Each student’s 
answers to WAS questions were inputted.  In addition, all interview responses and 
Questionnaire responses were coded and entered into separate SPSS files.  Each post 
made to the OWC was coded for SPSS data to include information  a) by week, b) by 
group, c) by poster, d) by gender, e) by day, f) by time, g) by purpose, h) by domain.  
The researcher’s log and archived DISCUS discourse were analyzed using the 
constant comparative method.  With this method, the researcher constantly developed 
categories or themes from the review of data.  “Additional data will be gathered to 
support categories.  Patterns, relationships, and theories [will] emerge as categories 
are examined” (Schloss & Smith, 1999, p. 193).   
Almost all of the data in this study was analyzed through constant reading and 
rereading of the data. Categories were constantly developed and redeveloped until the 
researcher was able to support all theories and categories that emerged.   
A quantitative component was also possible.  Three of the study’s 
instruments, the Writing Attitude Survey (Kear, Coffman, McKenna, & Ambrosio, 
2000)  and the Student and Parent Questionnaires required analysis of data using 
statistics.  This is addressed next.  
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Ordinal scores were assigned to each item of the WAS(Kear, Coffman, 
McKenna & Ambrosio, 2000).  Ordinal scores were also assigned to items on the 
Questionnaires.  Students received raw scores for two scales of the Questionnaire:  
“At Home Writing Behaviors,” and “In School Writing Behaviors.”    Parents 
received raw scores for one scale:  “Student Writing Behaviors.”   The higher the 
scores, the more the student or parent reported that students engaged process writing 
behaviors throughout the writing process.  Pre and Post comparisons were made with 
WAS scores and Questionnaire scales using the t-test for paired groups.  The t-test is 
used to “determine how likely it is that the means...for two groups differ by more than 
would be expected by chance” (Vockell & Asher, 1995).   
“Analysis in ethnographic research consists of synthesizing the information 
from the observations, interviews and other data sources”  (Wiersma, 2000, p. 252).  
In chapter four, data is reported as a holistic portrait of the Online Writing 
Conference.  This allows readers to understand the behaviors, attitudes and discourse 
of middle level students accessing an Online Writing Confe rence group throughout 
the writing process.   
In sum, the researcher organized the vast amounts of data collected using 
filing systems and observation systems. Coding, record sheets and frequency 
distributions helped to manage data.  All data was coded and inputted using SPSS.  
They were analyzed through constant comparative review.  Data was read and reread 
to test emerging themes and categories.  Finally, all information was synthesized in 
the final, holistic report titled, Ethnography of Middle Level Online Writing 
Conference Groups:  Investigating Behaviors, Attitudes, and Discourse.    
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3.8  Verification  
In order to increase internal validity, the researcher incorporated many 
methods to verify data.  To make sure findings are based in reality, the researcher a) 
used methods of triangulation, b ) “member checked” participant responses, c) had 
prolonged engagement with research participants, and d) shared findings with a peer 
examiner.  
Qualitative cross-validation includes triangulation, “comparison of 
information to determine whether or not there is corroboration,” (Wiersma, 2000, p. 
251).  As Wiersma (2000) recommends, there was triangulation involving multiple 
data sources (Figure 7) and multiple data-collection procedures (Figure 8). 
 
Students    Parents 
 
 
 
  Researcher 
 
Figure 7.  Triangulation Involving Multiple Data Sources 
SOURCE:  Based on Wiersma, 2000, p. 251 
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Interviewing Students    Giving Questionnaires to Students 
And Parents     And Parents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   Observing Student Groups 
Figure 8.  Triangulation Involving Multiple Data-Collection Procedures 
SOURCE:  Based on Wiersma, 2000, p. 251 
 
 
Member checking was used immediately after interviews or specific interview 
questions to make sure participants agreed with the researcher’s interpretations of 
their interview responses.  The researcher made sure to summarize her impressions of 
students and parents ideas, to make sure their thoughts and impressions were 
understood and represented correctly.   
Long-term data collection procedures also helped to ensure that data observed 
was consistent.  With ten weeks of the OWC, the researcher had time to make sure 
observations were stable and conclusions were valid.  In addition, many pre-post 
survey and interview data were collected.  “Reinterviewing the informant a second 
and third time after a lapse will sometimes allow even more information to be 
obtained.”  (Vockell & Asher, 1995, p.199).   
Finally, a peer examiner, Ann Weil, Ph.D., reviewed conclusions made by the 
researcher.  This was to ensure that an independent, but well- informed individual 
confirmed the research findings and interpretations.   
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CHAPTER 4:  FINDINGS & DATA ANALYSIS 
 
 
4.1  Overview 
This study was developed to understand the behaviors, attitudes and discourse 
of the 30 middle level, self-selecting participants who were involved in the ten-week, 
Online Writing Conference (OWC).  This chapter includes research findings and data 
analysis for all of this study’s main questions and sub-questions.  Three main 
questions were investigated:   
1. How will middle level students behave when they participate in an  
      Online Writing Conference group? 
2. How does access to an Online Writing Conference group impact 
student attitudes? 
3. Will access to an Online Writing Conference group affect student 
discourse relating to the five writing domains? 
The goal of this chapter is to share information about the Online Writing 
Conference participants’ behaviors, attitudes and discourse in a thorough, holistic 
portrait.   
This chapter begins by exploring middle level student participants’ behaviors, 
specifically:  a) how often and when participants accessed the OWC; b) why 
participants accessed the OWC; c) how participants’ writing behaviors changed; and 
d) how participants’ computer use behaviors changed.  This is followed by a 
presentation of participant attitudes, namely:  a) attitudes towards writing;  b) 
attitudes towards the online environment for writing conferences;  and c)  views about 
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effective writing.  Then, findings related to the OWC’s domain-based discourse are 
shared.   
Findings and analyses from this study, which incorporated the researcher’s 
participant observation, would not be complete without an account from the 
researcher’s perspective.  Therefore, this chapter concludes with the researcher’s first-
person account to contribute to the understanding of the OWC and its participants’ 
behaviors, attitudes, and discourse.   
4.2  Participant Behaviors 
Four main topics are addressed in this section: a) how often and when 
participants accessed the OWC, b) why participants accessed the OWC, c)  how 
participants’ writing behaviors changed, and d) how participants’ computer use 
behaviors changed.  An overview of methods, procedures and instruments used in 
data collection precedes a presentation of findings and analyses for each topic.   
4.2.1  Methods, Procedures, and Instruments Used:  How Often and When 
                 Participants Accessed the OWC 
   
In order to find out how often and when students accessed the Online Writing 
Conference (OWC), the researcher tracked each message that students posted to the 
OWC bulletin board. The Access-Frequency Table (AFT, Appendix L), helped 
tracked the number of times the Online Writing Conference participants posted in a 
given week. Codes were assigned to each message to identify the post origin by a) the 
OWC member and b) the OWC group (Mama’s Potatoes, Purple Monkey 
Dishwashers, Angry Penguins, or Pink Panthers).   The Detailed Access-Frequency 
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Table (DAFT) was used to record the day of the week and the time frame for each 
post.  Data from the AFT and DAFT were recorded using SPSS® software.  This 
allowed the researcher to easily obtain the frequency of posts made to the OWC, 
including frequencies by group, by poster, by week, by day and by time. 
Student and parent exit interviews (Appendices J and K) provided information 
about student OWC access or lack thereof.   Responses given to access-related 
interview questions were coded until redundancy occurred.   
A summary of these data collection measures is presented in Table 11.  Findings 
and analyses, which explain how often and when participants accessed the Online 
Writing Conference, are presented next in section 4.2.2. 
 
Table 11.  Summary of Data Collection for Board Access Behaviors   
 
 
 
Question Methods Procedures Instruments/Other 
How often will 
students access the 
online writing 
environment? When 
will students access 
the online writing 
environment? 
(Participant) 
Observation 
 
 
 
 
Interview 
Tracked the number of 
individual student and 
group messages each 
week.  Tracked day of 
week and time of day 
for each post.  
Recorded information 
on AFT, DAFT.  
Transferred to SPSS 
spreadsheet.  Reviewed 
OWC board. 
 
Asked students and 
parents about access 
within one month of the 
board’s end. 
Access-Frequency Table 
(AFT), Detailed Access-
Frequency Table (DAFT) 
 
 
 
Student and Parent (Exit) 
Interview Protocols  
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4.2.2 Findings and Analyses:  How Often and When Participants Accessed the 
        OWC  
 
 In order to thoroughly represent data, findings about “how often” partic ipants 
accessed the OWC are presented as five subsections:   a) OWC’s weekly participation 
trends, b) OWC’s group and participant access, c)  themes about high level 
participants’ access, d)  themes about low level participants’ access, and e)  
observations about high level and low level participants’ access.  These subsections 
are followed by two subsections that report “when” participants accessed the OWC 
by f) day of week, and g) time of day.     
4.2.2.1 OWC’s Weekly Participation Trends 
Over the ten-week Online Writing Conference (OWC), there were 634 messages 
posted to the OWC board.  This number represents combined posts from all four 
purposefully assigned (see criteria, section 3.3.3) OWC groups: Mama’s Potatoes, 
Purple Monkey Dishwashers, Angry Penguins, and Pink Panthers.  Figure 9 shows 
how these messages were spread out over the ten weeks of the Online Writing 
Conference.   
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Figure 9.  Weekly Access to the OWC:  Pre Board to Week Ten   
 
The graph of OWC access (Figure 9) shows that participation peaked in Week 
Two, hit a low in Week Five, slightly increased in Week Six, dipped again in Week 
Eight, and was on the rise during the last two weeks on the board.  After reviewing 
the OWC’s posts, the language arts’ teachers’ timelines, and participants’ interview 
remarks, common themes led to an explanation of these trends of weekly OWC 
access.  This explanation follows. 
Training in Online Safety and how to use the Online Writing Conference 
bulletin board ended on a Thursday in late November 2002.  The OWC board was not 
scheduled to begin until the following Monday. However, students (in all groups 
except for Mama’s Potatoes) began accessing the OWC board immediately.  A sixth 
grade writing assignment due on the day the board was scheduled to begin likely 
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inspired some of the 35 “Pre-Board” posts.   Student interviews and examination of 
posts indicated that Pre-Board posts were also related to:  a) student excitement over 
this “new” way to receive writing support, and b) student interest in sharing 
previously written writing pieces. 
From Pre-Board, OWC participation increased throughout Week One.   
Participation hit a peak in Week Two, with 108 messages posted to the board.  This 
high number of posts during Week Two could have been attributed to: a) a due date 
for a sixth grade freewrite assignment; and b) a view of Week Two as students’ first 
full week in the OWC (since the Thanksgiving holiday fell during Week One).  Week 
Three, with 80 posts (two more than during Week One) ended the “high” posting 
weeks for most groups.  What happened after Week Three to shift this trend of high 
participant access to the OWC?   
Weeks Four to Seven surrounded and included the District’s Winter Break.  
Since most students were using the OWC for writing assignments, rather than 
personal writing, participation was impacted during these weeks.  One mother shared, 
“As we got into the holidays without school assignments, he got out of the habit [of 
using the OWC board to post his writing] because he didn’t want to personal write.”  
Weeks Four to Seven only included participation from students who:  a)  were still 
working on on-going writing assignments, b)  had little to do over break, c) felt 
connected to the OWC, or d) felt obligated to participate in the OWC.   
Since it is natural to find diminished participation after “introductory” weeks 
(Harris, 1998) of online learning environments, some might assert that Winter Break 
had nothing to do with a great participation drop-off.    However, this environment 
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was unique.  Student participants were not engaged in “icebreaker activities” to 
introduce themselves.  Students all knew each other from school and knew the 
researcher as a former District teacher.  Though some students may have lost interest 
in the OWC after the first few weeks, Winter Break was noted by many students as a 
reason for their shift in access of the OWC. 
Before OWC participation increased again in Weeks Nine and Ten, another 
dip was experienced in the eighth week.  No writing assignment due dates were 
approaching.     According to teachers, school work was picking up, possibly 
accounting for decreased time to access the OWC.   
With similar in-school schedules, did all four OWC groups experience the 
same weekly participation trends?  Overall, the OWC groups’ peaks and valleys of 
participation mimicked the weekly trends already discussed.   However in Weeks 
Nine and Ten, two of the OWC groups with the highest participation, the Angry 
Penguins and Pink Panthers, had high levels of participation as seen in the beginning 
weeks of the board.  In fact, as shown in Figure 10, the participants in the Angry 
Penguins group accessed the OWC the most in Week Ten, rather than in Week Two 
as had most other groups.   Knowing that there can be differences among groups and 
group members’ participation, more data about OWC access are presented regarding 
the four OWC groups and the individual participants.   
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Figure 10.  Angry Penguins Participant Access to Board:  Pre-Board to Week Ten 
 
 4.2.2.2  OWC’s Group and Participant Access 
Group data, presented in Table 12, shows that the Angry Penguins group used 
the OWC the most.  Members of the Angry Penguins collectively accessed the OWC 
297 times, accounting for 46.8% of the total 634 posts.  With 144 posts, the Pink 
Panthers had the second highest access, making up 22.7 % of the board posts. The 
Mama’s Potatoes made 120 posts, less than 20% of OWC access.  Finally, the Purple 
Monkey Dishwashers showed infrequent board access, with only 73 posts (11.5% of 
the OWC) over the ten-week period. 
 
Table 12.  Frequency and Percentage of Board Posts by Group 
Group Name Frequency Percentage of Board Posts 
Mama’s Potatoes 120 18.9 
Purple Monkey Ds 73 11.5 
Angry Penguins 297 46.8 
Pink Panthers  144 22.7 
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There was a difference among the participation of the four groups.  Trends of 
these groups mainly followed the individual participants’ frequency of access.  For 
example, the top three student posters for the entire board (Giggles45, Nonecount, 
and Flyingcucumber) not only were from the Angry Penguins, but also had increased 
participation in Weeks Nine and Ten.  Knowing that a group is only as strong as its 
members, the researcher investigated these differences among individual participants.   
All participants and their access frequencies are presented in Table 13. Note 
that after each participant’s pen name, a two or three letter abbreviation for their 
group is found. For example, MP represents the students’ membership in the Mama’s 
Potatoes group, PMD represents membership in the Purple Monkey Dishwashers, etc. 
Since the researcher (Admin) was a member in each group, “ALL GROUPS” follows 
her penname.  
A few students used the OWC almost daily.  However, this was not the norm.  
Often times, online coordinators who ask students to participate between two and 
three times a week realize student participation occurring only once a week (Lewis, 
2002). During OWC training, students in this study were encouraged to access the 
board twice a week.  Most participants did not post to the OWC on the recommended 
bi-weekly basis.  However, it is unclear if students accessed the board bi-weekly.  
Students did not need to enter their username and password to access the board, only 
to post a message.  Therefore, lurking behaviors, passive activities (e.g. reading 
others’ posts) that do not require making one’s presence known, were unable to be 
counted.   
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Table 13.  Frequency and Percent of Board Access for All OWC Participants 
218 7.1 34.4 34.4
11 .4 1.7 36.1
13 .4 2.1 38.2
7 .2 1.1 39.3
10 .3 1.6 40.9
18 .6 2.8 43.7
14 .5 2.2 45.9
4 .1 .6 46.5
6 .2 .9 47.5
3 .1 .5 47.9
4 .1 .6 48.6
13 .4 2.1 50.6
5 .2 .8 51.4
5 .2 .8 52.2
3 .1 .5 52.7
7 .2 1.1 53.8
3 .1 .5 54.3
72 2.3 11.4 65.6
11 .4 1.7 67.4
3 .1 .5 67.8
12 .4 1.9 69.7
49 1.6 7.7 77.4
56 1.8 8.8 86.3
10 .3 1.6 87.9
4 .1 .6 88.5
13 .4 2.1 90.5
1 .0 .2 90.7
24 .8 3.8 94.5
15 .5 2.4 96.8
3 .1 .5 97.3
17 .6 2.7 100.0
634 20.6 100.0
3084 100.0
Admin ALL GROUPS
Flyingmonkey42 MP
Taratoodles MP
Mastascorer MP
Jazzyjeff MP
Givemeliberty  MP
mariabumblebee
3back30 MP
Slicktick PMD
Moreyboy PMD
Hydra12 PMD
Footballangel PMD
Gopherdude PMD
Betty PMD
Wolfrider PMD
Lotgj AP
Nastybird AP
Giggles45 AP
4eyes AP
EN AP
Veronica AP
Flyingcucumber AP
Nonecount AP
JohnDoe PP
Devil PP
Softballqueen PP
Greeneagle PP
Spontaneousmk PP
Boop PP
Bethanybeeny PP
MaryQ PP
Total
Valid
Total
Frequency Percent Valid Percent
Cumulative
Percent
 
 
In addition to shedding light on students’ behaviors in response to suggested 
OWC access, Table 13 also helps to reveal other information about a) the researcher’s 
and b) student participant’s OWC access.  “Admin” (the researcher) had the greatest 
post frequency in the Online Writing Conference.  There are two reasons for this:  1) 
    137 
the researcher was a member of all four groups. She was responsible for posting the 
weekly Welcome & Reflect message and for responding to all student questions or 
submissions within 48 hours;  2)  The researcher attempted to make all students feel 
“heard.”  To make sure the researcher was responsive but not dominating on the 
board, the researcher did not respond to every student post.   Most posts were 
acknowledged with either a) a focused post, addressing a previously posted message, 
or b) a summative post, addressing more than one learner’s posts.   By doing this, the 
researcher was heeding the advice of researchers in the field of online learning.  Zane 
Berge (1995) notes, “Respond quickly to each contribution. One way of doing this is 
by posting a personal message to the contributor or by referring to the author's 
comments in a post to the conference. In some conferences, it is not advisable to 
respond to each individual contribution, but better to respond to several at once by 
weaving them together.” (p. 28).    
As shown in Table 13, there was a varied range of posts made by student 
participants.  Greeneagle from Mama’s Potatoes accessed the OWC one time, while 
Giggles 45 made 72 posts.  Rather than solely looking at the number of student posts 
to understand student participation, the researcher also examined students 
participation patterns over the ten weeks of the OWC.  By doing this, four posting 
levels emerged:     
a) Level 1:  Unstable Posters, posters who participated in the first three weeks 
but did not revisit the board after that time;    
 
b) Level 2:  Sporadic Posters, posters who participated randomly throughout 
the board with no real connection to the board or its purpose;    
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c) Level 3:  Significant Posters, posters who made a contribution throughout 
most of the board, though absent in the last few weeks; and  
 
d) Level 4:  Steadfast Posters, posters who participated consistently 
throughout the duration of the board.   
 
Figure 11 represents the posting patterns of the different levels of posters.  
Level 1 and Level 2 posters made up the “Low Level Participation” group, with 15 
students.  The “High Level Participant” group was composed of the remaining 15 
students who were the Level 3 and Level 4 posters.   
 
 
 
 
    
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
Figure 11.  Posting Levels of OWC Participants 
 
Many Low Level Participants were not retained in the OWC after Winter 
Break.  Retention is often a problem in online learning environments.  Despite 
attempts to retain student learners, drop out rates are often between 30 -50% (Moore 
& Kearsley, 1996).   
Level 4: Steadfast Posters  
Level 3:  Significant Posters  
Level 2:  Sporadic Posters  
Level 1:  Unstable Posters  
H
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Though this was the case in the OWC, it must be stressed that the OWC was not a 
graded course; it was a supplement for students to access when they needed it 
throughout the process of writing.  The researcher took a “hands off” approach and 
did not attempt to encourage students to access the OWC more frequently. However, 
this level of retention would not have been acceptable in a “course- like” learning 
situation.  If this learning situation were a course or an environment in which the 
researcher could contact students without fear of participants’ feeling unnecessarily 
coerced, the researcher would have used best practices of online instruction:  sending 
out inquiry notices or checking in with personal phone calls or emails.  With no 
interventions from the researcher, half of the students became High Level Participants 
who were self-motivated enough or had enough need to access to the Online Writing 
Conference into Week Seven and beyond.   
The researcher spoke to the participants and their parents in order to uncover 
factors that may have contributed to the differences in High Level and Low Level 
participant access and OWC retention.  Themes that emerged are discussed in the 
subsections that follow.   
4.2.2.3  Themes About High Level Participants’ Access 
In student and parent interviews, seven main themes emerged about reasons 
that encouraged High Level Participation, resulting in meaningful board access and 
retention beyond Week Seven.  The percentages of responses that included each of 
these themes are displayed in Figure 12.   
The number one reason students gave for High Level Participation was that 
they received “Good Feedback” (41.4%) for their writing.  It was exciting to learn 
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that the students perceived quality writing support since that was one of the main 
reasons for developing the Online Writing Conference.  An Angry Penguin’s mother 
shared, “She made the connection when she was involved that they [the student 
participants] were getting feedback that was useful for them.”   
3.4%
3.4%
6.9%
10.3%
13.8%
20.7%
41.4%
Commitment
Researcher
Friends
Computer
New & Different
Fun
Good Feedback
 
Figure 12.  Student Perceptions of Factors that Encouraged Board Access 
 
Slightly over 20% of the students had High Level OWC participation, because 
they thought it was “Fun.”  Some student responses (10.3%) more clearly defined 
their interest in board participation related to their love of “Computers.”   Others 
(13.8%) defined the “Fun” as resulting from participating in something that was 
“New and Different.”  Interestingly this “fun” was not necessarily a result of 
communicating with friends.  
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Knowing the strong likelihood that middle level students are consumed by 
their social worlds (NMSA, 1996), it was surprising that more students did not 
discuss friends’ involvement as a reason for their board participation.  In fact, only 2 
responses (6.9%) included comments about the participation of an OWC member’s 
“Friend.”  When one participant was asked how he felt about not being grouped with 
friends he replied, “I actually think that if I were set up with kids that I was friendlier 
with, I wouldn't have done it at all...because when you're around your friends, you 
know, you're like...kidding around a lot and stuff.  So, you probably wouldn't like get 
any work done.”  
Aside from work, students taking a “Commitment” seriously (3.4%) or 
wanting to work with the “Researcher “(3.4%), a former teacher in the district, were 
other reasons given for High Level participation in the OWC.   
Overall, High Level Participants found OWC feedback useful; Therefore, 
what factors encouraged Low Level participation?  Themes that emerged about Low 
Level Participation are shared next. 
4.2.2.4  Themes About Low Level Participants’ Access 
Students who were Low Level Participants and their parents helped to share 
factors that discouraged OWC access.  As shown in Figure 13, seven main themes 
emerged.   
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Figure 13.  Student Perceptions of Factors that Discouraged Board Access 
 
The most common reason that students did not access the OWC more often 
was due to a “Busy Schedule.”  One mother shared, “Time is an issue. We don’t 
spend a lot of time at home. Three times a week she  has [gymnastics] practice.  We 
leave between 4 and 4:30 and don‘t get home until 9:00.  On Saturdays, she has 
[gymnastics] practice from 12:00 until 2:30.”  It was amazing to hear students’ 
schedules.  With basketball games, drama club, soccer practice, ballet lessons, swim 
meets and home chores, the notion of homework completion was impressive.  Middle 
level students are not the only online learners faced with the challenge of time.  
Crotty, (1995) in a study of 24 preservice teachers, found that the “overwhelming 
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response from the students when asked to share their frustrations in working with 
telecommunications involved some sort of time variable.”  (Crotty, 1995, Learner 
Frustrations subsection, ¶ 2). 
This “time variable” or student “Busy Schedules” might have contributed to 
the 20% of student responses that suggested the students liked the Online Writing 
Conference, but “Forgot to Use” it.  At first the researcher thought that if the students 
really liked the OWC, they would have made it a point to find time for it. However, 
after further discussions with parents and students it became obvious that this was not 
the case.  All school-related and extra-curricular activities for middle level students 
are scheduled for them.  In contrast, students had to decide when they would access 
the OWC.  With adult learners, Hill, Han, & Raven (2001) noted benefits of CSM 
messages, which indicated to the learners “what they Could be doing, what they 
Should be doing, and what they Must be doing.  These messages were sent out by the 
instructor once or twice a week to remind learners of the tasks for the week.” (p. 196).  
This is a strategy that could be employed with younger online learners.   A schedule 
that considers individual student activities might be important in sustaining middle 
level learners involvement in Online Writing Conferences, or other online learning 
situations.   
  In addition to helping students structure a realistic participation schedule, 
students might also need consistency in order to establish a working routine.  There 
were 14% of student responses indicating that “Winter Break” disturbed student 
routines and impacted their OWC participation.   One student candidly shared, “I got 
used to doing it like every few nights or so, and while I was on the cruise, I kind of 
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got out of the loop.  So I was out of the loop when I came back.” Perhaps beginning a 
program many weeks before a break could help students cement their regular use of 
an OWC.   
 There were 12.3% of responses that suggested “Computer Problems “ (e.g. 
speed of internet connection, loss of internet service, typing ability) contributed to 
Low Level Participation;  5.3% of responses shared that students did not have home 
Internet access.  Therefore, suggesting schedules and giving students time to adjust to 
new routines might not be enough to increase OWC access if students cannot access 
the Internet with ease. Students might also need a) parental support to get online, b) 
high speed access, c) good typing ability.  These ideas are discussed next. 
Across the nation, nine out of every ten children (from 6-to-17) years old had 
access to a computer in 2000, with two in three with one at home (Newburger, 2001).  
All of this study’s participants had in-school access to computers and the Internet; All 
but two students had this access at-home as well.  For successful online learning 
environments to occur, Internet access might not be enough.  One mother said, “Since 
he is the youngest, he would wake up at 7am to get on the computer at all.” If 
students participate in online learning situations, parents need to support their 
children by helping them have isolated time on the computer.   
Even with this support, the speed of the connection is important.  One student 
shared his frustration with time wasted in attempt to get to the OWC with a dial-up 
modem, “My computer...you have to dial in 3 times.  The first time it says there is no 
dial tone.  The second time it says there's no answer.  The third time it gets in so that's 
a pain in the butt.  And, it's like a 7 year old computer so it's slow. Yea, I'm trying to 
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send my thing in, and...I have to wait 5 minutes before it gets in.” There were 13 
participants with a Cable or Digital Subscriber Line (DSL) connection. However, for 
the 15 participants with dial-up connections, upgrades to Cable or Digital Subscriber 
Line (DSL) connections could have allowed them to access the OWC more quickly, 
perhaps having positive effects on their participation.  This is supported by the fact 
that across the nation, “Broadband users spent more time online than modem users in 
all of the most popular Internet activities,” (Ledo, 2003, p. 25). 
Typing ability was sited as a “Computer Problem.”  Sixth grade participants 
typically accessed the board most frequently during the week of a writing assignment 
due date.  The fact that students were posting mere days before writing assignments 
were due opened up further probing.  At first, the researcher thought the students 
might be procrastinating.  However, the researcher learned that the majority of 
students do not use the computer to type up their writing until they are ready to 
“publish” it, or produce a final piece. After being asked why she did not use the 
computer when she started a piece of writing, one student said, “I don't know because 
like sometimes I may like have this great idea, and then after I like type it up, the like 
whole story, I might not like it anymore and then I just have to delete it and waste all 
that time typing.”  “I’m so slow,” reported another Low Level Participant, “I don’t 
know where half of the keys are...I wish I could type like super fast like some people 
can.”  Since writing needed to be typed up before it could be shared in the electronic 
environment of the OWC, student pen and paper writing habits or poor typing ability 
might have hampered greater in-process sharing.  
    146 
No matter how supported and skilled students were with typing and the 
Internet, some were Low Level Participants because they did not like the OWC.  
There were 3.5% of responses that indicated this “Lack of Interest” for the OWC.  
One student shared, “I think it would be good for kids who really struggle in writing.  
I think it’s for kids who don’t know how to write because everything I learned [on the 
OWC board] I already knew.”  Students do need to see value in online learning 
environments, otherwise their participation will be poor (Vardi & Bunker, 2001).   
In addition to learning about the themes related to OWC access behaviors 
from exit interviews, observations of board discourse also shed light on student 
participation.  These observations are discussed next.   
4.2.2.5  Observations About High and Low Level Participants’ Access 
Students’ feeling of belonging to a community is often a factor in participation 
in online writing environments (Richardson & Swan, 2003).  Therefore, in effort to 
uncover student sense of community in each OWC group, the researcher reviewed 
discourse; she looked for indications of social presence, the degree to which learners 
feel that they are in a group or connecting with others (Short, Williams, & Christie, 
1976; Picciano, 2002) and teacher immediacy, behaviors (originally non-verbal 
behaviors) that reduce distance between a teacher and students (Anderson, 1979).  
The researcher used Rourke, Anderson, Garrison, & Archer’s (2001) Model and 
Template for Assessment of Social Presence (Appendix R) as a guide of the types of 
comments to look for in board discourse.  The researcher looked for participant 
discourse that included “affective,” “interactive,” and “cohesive” qualities (posts that 
express feelings, address others, refer to the group, or contain phatics or salutations).  
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The researcher modeled these qualities during the OWC.  A sample of 
researcher and student discourse with Affective, Interactive, and Cohesive qualities 
can be found in Appendix S. Though not taught about the concept of social presence, 
students were trained to create posts with related qualities such as a) addressing 
others by penname, b) acknowledging all group members, and c) asking questions to 
tap into the knowledge of the group members. Not all students applied these qualities 
past the training.  
Those students who consistently applied qua lities of social presence in their 
OWC posts were High Level Participants. There was one exception to this. One High 
Level Participant did not share a sense of community in his posts.  However, this 
student joined the board solely to work with the researcher, his former fourth grade 
teacher.  In addition, he reported that he only stayed with the board because he felt he 
made a commitment to the researcher.  Therefore, reasons for joining an online group 
may also impact one’s sense of community.  Low Level Participants were likely to 
have board discourse without Affective, Interactive or Cohesive qualities;  Their posts 
often only addressed the researcher.   
At the “Group” level, most of the Angry Penguins (the group with the most 
board posts) showed a sense of community in their messages, as many of this group’s 
members were High Level Participants.  On the flip side, the Purple Monkey 
Dishwashers had the fewest members with posts containing Affective, Interactive or 
Cohesive qualities. However, this group had the lowest OWC access and the most 
Low Level Participants.  
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Therefore, students’ awareness of community, as displayed by posts with Affective, 
Interactive and Cohesive qualities was often related to the frequency of OWC access.  
4.2.2.6  OWC’s Participant Access by Day of Week 
At the middle level, almost all online learning projects involve students 
accessing technologies from school, at scheduled times during school week (Stivers, 
1996; Robbins & Fischer, 1996; Yocum, 1999).  Interestingly, even with home 
Internet access OWC participants accessed the board the most during the school 
week.  Monday was the day on which participants accessed the board the most. There 
were 147 posts made on a Monday, accounting for 23.2% of board access.  This was 
the day tha t the researcher posted a new weekly Welcome & Reflect message to begin 
each OWC week.  The fact that Monday, the only OWC day on which students knew 
to expect a researcher post, was the highest board participation day may support the 
idea that students need suggested schedules.  This idea was supported at the college 
level, when students, having Saturday deadlines, had the highest level of participation 
on that day (Poole, 2000).   
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Figure 14.  Participant Access to OWC by Day of Week 
 
It was noted that the days the students were the busiest with homework and 
extra curricular activities were the same days that students were making the time to 
access the board.  As shown in Figure 14, Monday through Thursday were the days 
the board was used the most.  When asked why he didn’t use the board on the 
weekends, one student shared, “Sometimes on weekends...I’m more active.  I like to 
go out with my friends.  I don’t always think of school stuff.”    This comment 
indicates the thought that the Online Writing Conference was related to “school 
stuff.”  In addition to such thinking, the frequency of access (Monday – Thursday) 
suggests that some students only keep writing in the forefront of their minds when 
they are in a school mindset. 
With so many responsibilities during the school week, at what times are 
students making the time to access the OWC?   
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4.2.2.7  OWC’s Participant Access by Time of Day 
Figure 15 displays the frequency of posts related to time of day.  The most 
popular time frames to access the Online Writing Conference were between 5pm - 
7pm (122 posts) and 7pm – 9pm (172 posts).  With finished homework, dinner eaten 
and after school activities behind them, many participants were able to focus on the 
OWC during these times.  Poole (2000) also found the evening hours to be the most 
popular in her study of the participation of online students (school teachers).  It 
appears that since schoolwork occupied most of their daytime activities, participants 
needed the evening hours to extend their learning in the online context.    
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Figure 15.  Participant Access to OWC by Time of Day 
 
Students who were not overloaded with extra curricular activities would 
access the OWC during “after school” hours from 3pm – 5pm (107 posts).  One 
student who made the OWC website his default page shared, “I go on after school.  I 
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go on the computer and double click on the Internet Explorer. Right there, it comes 
up to the Online Writing Conference board.”   
Though the board was used most often between 3pm and 9pm, participants 
did access the board at other times. There was a total of 142 posts made to the OWC 
between the hours of 8am and 3pm.  Many posts made during these hours were a) 
made on Saturdays or Sundays, b) made during a school break, c) made by students 
without home internet access, or d) made by students with busy home schedules.  
Students accessing the board from school during these hours often did so during 
lunch recess, study hall or Reading, Writing Workshop, a weekly allotted time period 
for students to choose to read, write, or work on their reading and writing portfolios.   
In comparison to the most popular afternoon and evening times, the board was 
used most infrequently during the morning hours between 6am and 8am.  Though 
Jenkintown often opens its computer labs by 7:30am, student participants were not 
attempting access at this time.   In fact, most of the morning posts were made by the 
researcher.   
High Level Participants, especially Steadfast Posters (Level 4), were most 
likely to exhibit a “throughout the day, throughout the week” mentality, accessing the 
board during all days of the week and during all time slots.  For the majority of group 
participants, specific days of the week and time slots were more popular than others.  
Since these varied among learners, this suggests the need for writing conferences that 
are accessible at any time online, to support busy, middle level students.   
But if students can access an OWC at anytime, why will they access it?   
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4.2.3  Methods, Procedures and Instruments Used:  Why Participants  
                 Accessed the OWC     
 
 In order to understand students’ purposes for accessing the Online Writing 
Conference, the researcher and independent observer categorized student 
participation.  The Access-Purpose and Discourse Observation Matrix (APDM, 
Appendix M) was created, in part, to code the purpose of participants’ posts.  
Categories and indicators for post purpose (Appendix N) were developed before the 
OWC began and refined with the independent observer during preliminary data 
collection.   Each week, the researcher and the independent observer coded the 
purpose of each OWC post.  The two discussed the coded posts on a weekly basis, 
negotiating any discrepancies.   Using Cohen’s kappa, a high level of agreement 
(.865) was established between the two raters.  This level increased (.953) as the 
OWC continued.  Field notes and student exit interview data also were used to better 
understand why participants accessed the Online Writing Conference.   
A summary of the data collection methods discussed here is shown in Table 
14.  Results and analyses about why students accessed the OWC are presented next.  
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Table 14.  Summary of Data Collection for Board Access Purpose 
Question Methods Procedures Instruments/Other 
Why will students 
access the Online 
Writing Conference  
(e.g. to socialize, 
get feedback, 
provide feedback, 
etc.)? 
(Participant) 
Observation  
Recorded written 
observations & 
impressions related to 
student participation. 
 
Coded purpose student 
participation each week 
with APDM.   
 
Asked students about 
their OWC 
participation in the exit 
interview. 
Field Notes 
 
 
 
 
Access-Purpose and Discourse 
Observation Matrix (APDM) 
 
 
 
Student (Exit) Interview 
Protocol 
 
 
4.2.4  Findings and Analyses:  Why Students Accessed the OWC 
Originally, there were six main “post-types” explaining why students accessed 
the OWC.  They were:   
1. Give Feedback, provide advice, opinions, reflective questions geared towards 
supporting a group member’s writing piece or part of a writing piece;   
2. Get Feedback, request advice, opinions, suggestions about a writing piece or 
part of a writing piece;  
3. Request/Share Knowledge, ask for or provide writing tips or techniques not 
related to a specific writing piece or part of a writing piece;   
4. Socialize, discuss social events, relationships, or other subject areas;   
5. Give/Get Technical Assistance, ask for or provide assistance for maneuvering 
or using OWC-related features;  and  
6. Thank Group Member/Miscellaneous, thank group members for help, share 
post not relating to other categories.   
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These were the categories for “access purpose.”   In the final weeks of the OWC, a 
“Multi-purpose” post category emerged.  This category represented posts that 
combined post-types.  Samples of posts which represent all categories can be seen in 
Appendix O.   
The only expected OWC messages were the weekly Welcome & Reflect 
messages, which students were encouraged to respond to by “Sharing Knowledge” of 
writing skills. Other than that, the direction of the Online Writing Conference was left 
up to its members.  There were no mandatory assignments or activities.  Instead, 
participants could use the board to meet their personal writing needs and to support 
other OWC writers.  With an open agenda, why did participants choose to use the 
OWC?    
Figure 16 shows the percentage of posts related to each of the “access purpose” 
categories.  Then, findings related to each category are presented in four sections: 
 a) Access to Give Feedback, b) Access to Get Feedback, c) Access to Request/Share 
Knowledge, d) Access for Other Reasons.  
    155 
.5%
1.7%
4.1%
13.6%
16.7%
27.2%
36.2%
Multipurpose
Socialize
Technical Assistance
Thank Member/Misc.
Get Feedback
Request/Share Know.
Give Feedback
 
 
Figure 16.  Purpose of Participant Posts to the OWC Board  
  
4.2.4.1  Access to Give Feedback 
“Give Feedback” was number one reason for OWC access, accounting for 36.2% 
of all posts. This may support that some of the 22 participants who joined the OWC 
in part to “ help others write better,” were attempting to do just that.  Many students 
accessed the board to support other writers rather than to try to get support for their 
own writing.  This may indicate that some students were less pro-active in trying to 
improve as writers.  However, the process of “Giving Feedback” may well have had 
ancillary benefits for student writers, such as helping to diagnose their own writing 
problems, as discussed in subsection 4.2.6-b.   
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 “Give Feedback” posts were typically in response to “Get Feedback” posts, 
discussed next.   
4.2.4.2  Access to Get Feedback 
“Get Feedback” posts accounted for 16.7% of all board posts.  The higher 
percentage of “Give Feedback” posts suggests that students often received more than 
one piece of feedback for each writing piece posted. The researcher reviewed the 
Online Writing Conference board and her field notes to further explore “Get 
Feedback” requests.   
The researcher counted the number of writing pieces or parts of pieces posted to 
the OWC board over its ten weeks.  Included as a writing piece or part of a piece of 
writing for feedback were: 1) a description of an idea for a specific writing piece, 2) a 
summary of a specific writing piece, 3) an attempt of a beginning, middle or end of a 
writing piece, 4) a draft of an entire writing piece, or 5) a revised version of a piece of 
writing.  
Over the ten weeks of the board, there were 106 “Get Feedback” messages 
related to 59 student writing pieces (and 6 researcher writing pieces).  Some students 
wanted to post more writing to the board, but could not.  One student shared, “I was 
just waiting for my teacher to give us a story or something to write, but then once she 
gave us the story, and...she gave us like two days...There was stuff I actually needed 
help with, but like there was not enough time... All the poems we did for like one day, 
and I didn't really like need help with them.”  Time is important for middle level 
student writers.   
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There were 21 students (out of 30 total student participants) who posted writing 
to the board.   As might be expected, there were differences in “Get Feedback” 
behaviors among OWC groups and between the High and Low Level Participants. As 
Table 15 shows, students in the Angry Penguins, followed by the Pink Panthers (two 
groups that accessed the OWC the most) were more likely to share writing in an 
effort to “Get Feedback.”  Many students in these groups were High Level 
Participants.  Out of these participants, those who were Steadfast Posters (Level 4) 
posted “Get Feedback” messages and writing pieces five times more than participants 
from other posting levels.   
Over time, these High Level Participants were demonstrating a broader definition 
of “Getting Feedback”;  Rather than only posting near-completed drafts, students 
were posting prewriting ideas and revisions made.   
 
Table 15.  Group Breakdown, Number of Writing Pieces Posted by  Student Participants    
Group Name Number Pieces or Parts of 
Pieces of Writing Posted 
By Student Participants 
Number of Students in 
Group Posting Pieces or 
Parts of Pieces of Writing 
Mama’s Potatoes 7 pieces 4 students 
Purple Monkey 
Dishwashers 
5 pieces 4 students 
Angry Penguins 33 pieces 7 students 
Pink Panthers 14 pieces 6 students 
TOTALS: 59 pieces 21 students 
 
In exit interviews, High Level Participants shared they were likely to post “Get 
Feedback” messages for in-process writing in the effort to improve their writing 
pieces.  One student, critical of his writing shared, “... I put up my blank book 
[writing assignment] because I thought it was bad, and I needed a lot of help on that.”   
    158 
In contrast, students who were Low Level Participants were likely to post “Get 
Feedback” requests for writing with no intention of making improvements.  When 
one student was asked why he posted a lead but did not read the feedback offered, he 
shared, “I think it was that I remembered that I hadn't posted something in like weeks 
so I felt like I had to post something, and so I looked for something to post.”   
Another student told the researcher that the poem he posted to the board was 
published. When the researcher asked if he used the feedback he was offered in the 
OWC, the student shared, “I had already sent it in [when I posted it]...I was just really 
proud of it and wanted to share it.”  The thinking of both High and Low Level 
Participants reinforces the idea that all students may need an authentic audience for 
writing beyond their teachers (Hansen, 1987).   
4.2.4.3  Access to Request/Share Knowledge 
Other than to “Get” or “Give” Feedback, group members used the OWC 172 
times to “Request / Share Knowledge.” This accounted for 27.2% of the Online 
Writing Conference interactions.  Sharing knowledge accounted for the majority 
(125) of these posts. Most of these posts were to share knowledge in response to the 
weekly Welcome and Reflect question.  However, participants also “Requested 
Knowledge.” As also realized in Schnosnagle Cowden’s (1997) study of online triad 
groups of elementary, high school and university students discussing writing, some 
students did create “Request Knowledge” posts to clarify teacher to student 
information. In these types of posts, participants were able to “Write to Think” 
(Britton, 1972) and clarify ideas about writing. 
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4.2.4.4  Access for Other Reasons 
Other posts, which mostly intended to thank another member for support, were 
labeled Thank Group Member / Miscellaneous.  These posts (86) accounted for 
13.6% of the board.  Almost all of these posts (81) expressed thanks to another OWC 
member.  These posts often added a personal, social dimension to board discourse.  
Give / Get Technical Assistance, which helped others maneuver around the board or 
use formatting techniques, made up 4.1% of OWC access.  There were very few posts 
made solely to Socialize, as these posts represented 1.7% of OWC access.  During the 
last two weeks of the OWC, one other post category emerged in the Angry Penguins 
group by three, Steadfast (Level 4) Posters.  Students created Multipurpose posts 
(.5%).  These posts had more than one purpose, combining some or many of the 
previously discussed categories.  For example, in one post a student could “Give 
Feedback” to another student, “Request / Share Knowledge” about a given writing 
technique, and “Get Feedback” for a poem.  Since these posts occurred during the last 
few weeks of the OWC, it is likely that posters were more able to follow the flow of 
layered conversations after hands-on practice in the asynchronous bulletin board 
environment.   
Overall, with most participant access to “Give Feedback,” “Get Feedback,” or 
“Request/Share Knowledge,” students were truly using the board as a writing 
conference.  Student training addressed how to write posts that “Followed the Road,” 
or stayed on topic.   It is the researcher’s belief that this training, which showed 
students examples of on topic and off topic posts, was a benefit to keep the board 
content related to student writing, rather than students’ social lives. 
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In what ways did these OWC posts impact student participants?  Did students and 
parents see an impact on participant writing and computer use behaviors over the ten 
weeks of the OWC?  This is discussed in the next sub-section.   
4.2.5  Methods, Procedures and Instruments Used:  Changes to Participants’ 
                 Writing Behaviors 
 
Before the OWC began and after it ended, students and parents were given 
questionnaires to report on student writing behaviors.  The Student Questionnaire 
(Appendix F) had two scales:  one acquired knowledge about the frequencies of 
student “In School” writing behaviors, and the other about “At Home” writing 
behaviors.  Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for both scales in order to establish 
internal consistency.  This measure showed that both the “In School” (.829) and “At 
Home” (.810) scales were reliable. Using a likert-type scale (5= Every Day, 4= At 
Least Once A Week, 3= At Least Once A Month, 2= At Least Once A Trimester, 
1=Never) students reported how often they performed certain behaviors related to a) 
writing, b) conferencing/discussing writing assignments or personal writing, and c) 
changing (by revising and editing)  writing assignments or personal writing.   
Items in each scale were summed to create individual scaled scores for each 
student participant.  The higher the scaled score, the more often a student reported 
engaging in specific writing behaviors “In School” and “At Home.”  
All participants (n=30) completed the initial Student Questionnaire.  One Low Level 
Participant was out of school for one month due to illness and did not complete the 
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Student Questionnaire after the OWC. Therefore, the researcher had 29 student scaled 
scores as data.   
Parents were asked similar questions about student writing behaviors on the 
Parent Questionnaire (Append ix G).  The Parent Questionnaire scale was tested for 
internal consistency.  An acceptable alpha level of .862 was found. These questions 
only related to “At Home” writing behaviors, which could be observed by parents.  
On the likert-scale, parents were allowed parents to respond “Don’t Know.”  Don’t 
Know was counted as zero when tallying scaled scores.  Therefore, a decrease in a 
score over time could have two interpretations:  1)  Parents noticed decreased student 
engagement in specific writing and conferencing behaviors, or 2) Parents observed 
less of their children’s writing behaviors. A total of 27 parents returned the Parent 
Questionnaire both pre and post-OWC.   
After the Questionnaires’ scaled scores were totaled, the researcher ran t-tests 
(for paired groups) to determine if there were significant differences between the pre-
OWC and post-OWC means of scaled scores, relating to participants’ writing 
behaviors.  Student and parent exit interviews (Appendices I and J) also helped to 
shed light on the impact of the OWC on student writing behaviors.   
Table 16 summarizes the methods used to investigate participants’ writing 
behaviors.  Findings related to student and parent perceived changes of student 
behaviors as writers are presented next. 
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Table 16.  Summary of Data Collection for Student Writing Behaviors  
Question Methods Procedures Instruments/Other 
Will student 
participants notice 
changes in their (at 
home and in 
school) behaviors 
as writers (e.g. 
frequency of 
writing, frequency 
of drafting and 
redrafting, etc.)?  
Will the parents of 
the student 
participants notice 
changes in their 
children’s (at 
home) writing 
behaviors? 
Questionnaires & 
Interview  
Administered 
questionnaires to 
parents and students 
prior to the onset of 
the conference groups 
and within one month 
after the end of the 
conference groups. 
 
Interviewed students 
and parents within one 
month after the end of 
the conference groups. 
Student  and Parent 
Questionnaires 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
Student and Parent (Exit) 
Interview Protocol  
 
4.2.6 Findings and Analyses:  Changes to Participants’ Writing Behaviors  
 The frequency of and shifts in OWC participants’ writing behaviors were 
examined.  This sub-section specifically reports findings and analyses related to the a) 
frequency of “In School” and “At Home” writing behaviors, and b) themes about 
changes in participants’ writing behaviors.   
4.2.6.1  Frequency of In School and At Home Writing Behaviors 
Other studies found that students began to write more as a result of 
incorporating the use of online writing support (Cohen & Riel, 1989; Schosnagle 
Cowden,1997; Stivers, 1996).  Most OWC participants (20) also indicated during exit 
interviews that they wrote more since the OWC began.   
However, a different picture was painted with data from the scales of the 
Student Questionnaire.  These scales did not just look at whether or not students 
wrote more.  They looked at several writing behaviors students could engage in 
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throughout the writing process such as drafting, conferencing, revising, etc.  T-tests 
run for the High Level Participation group (n=15), supported that there was no 
significant difference (p < .05) in the scaled score means of “In School” writing 
behaviors from pre-OWC to post-OWC (t=1.66, df=14).   
This was not the case for Low Level Participants whose “In School” writing 
behavior scaled score means decreased from pre to post-OWC administration.  Using 
a t-test for paired groups, the researcher found that there was a significant difference  
(p < .04) between the pre-OWC and post-OWC means of scaled scores relating to the 
frequency of “In School” writing behaviors (t=2.25, df=13).  There is a 4% likelihood 
that the difference found in “In School” writing behaviors was due to chance, rather 
than the Online Writing Conference. This shows that Low Level or lack of OWC 
participation likely results in less frequent “In School” writing behaviors.   
What could have caused decreased frequency in “In School” writing behaviors 
for Low Level participants?  Two explanations emerged:  1) These Low Level 
Participants might show an effort in the beginning of learning situations (beginning of 
the school year, beginning of the OWC) and trail off later on, as their participation in 
the OWC showed;  2) These Low Level Participants might not have writing or 
writing pieces in the forefront of their thought. During the exit interview, students 
were asked, “Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the amount of time 
you think about writing or your writing pieces?  How?”   Only six students reported 
that they did not think about writing more since the OWC began.  They were all Low 
Level Participants. 
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With the OWC accessed the most from home, were “At Home” writing 
behaviors influenced by OWC participation?   During interviews, 19 students 
reported that they wrote more “At Home” since the OWC began.  However, there was 
no significant difference (p < .05) from pre to post-OWC administration of the “At 
Home” writing behavior scale for both the Low Level Participation group (t= -.052, 
df=13) and the High Level Participant group (t=.91, df=14).  Scaled scores from 
Parent Questionnaires related to students’ “At Home” Writing behaviors also showed 
no significant difference (t= - 1.35, df=26).  This would indicate that according to 
student and parent perceptions, student participants did not increase or decrease the 
frequency of specific writing behaviors (relating to using the writing process and 
conferencing throughout the writing process) after participating in the OWC.  So, 
beyond a decrease in Low Level Participants’ in “In School” writing behaviors, what 
other meaningful information was gleaned from student and parent writing behavior 
reports?    Themes that emerged are discussed next.   
4.2.6.2  Themes about Changes in Participants’ Writing Behaviors 
As other researchers have found, “students made the most significant 
improvements in areas that are not easily quantifiable” (Lewis, 2002, p. 2).  
Qualitative data was helpful in finding out how writing behaviors were impacted.  
Findings suggest that it was not the frequency of writing behavior activities that were 
impacted, but rather the way in which they were applied by students.  Four specific 
areas kept resurfacing during student and parent interviews. These four areas, which 
will be addressed next, are:  a) increased content-related conferencing, b) increased 
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ability to diagnose and address problems in writing, c) increased development of 
writing ideas, and d) changed application of the writing process.   
After the OWC, the majority of student participants reported that they were 
seeking out the same amount of writing conference support “At Home” (57%) and 
“In School” (63%).  However, as displayed in Figure 17, 53.3 % of participants did 
recognize a change in the type of conferencing support they sought out.    
A small percentage of responses (3.3%) indicated that students now wanted to 
understand reasons behind feedback given to them.  Other responses related to 
additional conferencing support in the five domains of effective writing.  Some 
students wanted more help with their conventions (6.7%), some with their writing’s 
style (6.7%).  Other writers wanted help with the organization (3.3%) or the focus 
(3.3%) of their writing.  While these responses were made by a few students, one 
domain was consistently repeated.  There were 30% of student responses which 
indicated that students wanted more content-related feedback.  One student described 
this change, “Now I ask for more questions like on how my story is... like is it 
specific enough?  Does the person who's reading really care about like the character 
and their problem?  And before, I was just asking mainly on like spelling.”   
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3.3%
3.3%
3.3%
6.7%
6.7%
30.0%
46.7%
Explanations Sought
More re: Organ.
More re:  Focus
More re:  Convention
More re: Style
More re: Content
No Change
 
Figure 17.  Summary of Student Perceptions in Response to, “Since the OWC began, have you noticed 
a change in the type of writing support you seek out at home?  Explain.”   
 
 
As shown in Figure 18, some parents also recognized a shift to more content-
related feedback.   
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3.2%
6.5%
9.7%
22.6%
58.1%
More re: Style
More re: Focus
More re: Conventions
More re: Content
No Change
 
Figure 18.  Summary of Parent Perceptions in Response to, “Since the OWC began, have you noticed a 
change in the type of writing support your child seeks out at home?  Explain.”   
 
Most board discourse was related to writing content (see section 4.4).  
However, it is difficult to tell if the OWC impacted this shift in content-related 
conferencing.  As student participants move further into the Formal Operational 
Period (Piaget, 1952) this change could have been related to student development.  
Regardless, this finding is meaningful to the OWC participants as writers.  Younger 
writers often focus on conventions when seeking help for their writing.  As writers 
mature, they are more able to look at the draft on the content or meaning- level 
(Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1986; Sommers, 1980).  Fitzgerald (1987) has pointed out 
that “revision behavior tends to change with...competence” (p. 491). Therefore, a shift 
to content-related conferences could indicate writing growth.   
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Being able to point to the type of writing support one needs shows an 
awareness of oneself as a writer.  Did the OWC help students to identify the ir writing 
strengths and challenges?   
As a result of seeing the writing and writing feedback of others, participants 
reported increased ability to diagnose problems a) in their own writing and b) in the 
writing of others. Researchers in the past have tried to find creative ways to he lp 
students identify problems in their writing.  Scardamalia and Bereiter (1985) 
developed the Compare/Diagnose/Operate (CDO) Model with which students used 
researcher-created comparisons to check their own writing for difficulties.  Perhaps 
the use of an OWC allows students to diagnose problems in their writing through 
“comparison.”  Some student comments, which support this idea, are shared below:   
·  “I liked telling other people what they needed to do...sometimes, if I 
read something in their writing then, um, if I went back to my own 
writing, I saw the same thing.”   
· “Before I posted, I would look at what they said [in response to others’ 
writing] so I could like see things that I didn't notice [in my own 
writing].  I’d be more observant and like see errors that I wouldn't 
have seen before.”    
In addition to diagnosis through comparison, students indicated that they were 
more able to address problems in their own writing from seeing text-based models of 
writing and writing feedback in the OWC.   Some participants shared: 
· “..some people in my group told me stuff about my writing that I like 
would never think about.  So that made me think about it when I’m 
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writing...like if I meant to say something but you didn’t say it. I would 
reread [my writing] and look for stuff like that.”   
· “I wasn't really good with um, like the first paragraph, like, the leads. 
 You know, that's what it's called.  And, I mean, when I read other 
people's stories, I mean, even not just in my group, when I went in 
another person's board to see what people wrote, I think that helped 
me with my leads.”   
· “Well, like now, at home, on the online writing conference, a lot of 
people told me to look for like writing like to how I feel in like poems 
and stuff.  So, now at home, um, I ask for more help with like to see if 
I express my feelings good in poems and stuff.”   
Social learning theories, including Vygotsky’s (1986) Zone of Proximal 
Development and Bandura and Walter’s (Miller, 1983) Abstract Modeling, were 
brought to life as a) students worked in groups with more skilled members, providing 
scaffolding for their growth as writers and b) students were able to create rules about 
writing and writing feedback after seeing other examples.     
While students used others’ writing to help them diagnose and address writing 
problems, they were also able to use them for ideas for their own writing.  The 
OWC’s social learning environment contributed to this.  Students stated: 
· “I got to see what other students were doing and, then, if I thought that 
was a really good idea or something I didn't think of, I would go back 
in my writing to check if I did something like that.”   
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· “Like, seeing their styles of writing sort of like gave me ideas of how I 
could write. I thought, Oh maybe I could try that some time.”   
· “I couldn’t think of anything to write.  Then I read the 
[Mariabumblebee’s] Snowman story, and I decided to write my own.” 
These student statements show how seeing text-based models of writing can give 
ideas not only to expand and improve current writing, but also to develop future 
writing.   
The final impact to writing behaviors reported by student participants related 
to their application of the writing process.  Findings showed that participants were a) 
applying the stages of the writing process differently, b) applying more stages of the 
writing process, and c) using the OWC as part of their writing process.   
Some students and parents supported that OWC participants were using the 
writing process differently.  They said:   
· “I'm more focused on the writing process than just like getting the story 
done.”  
· “He learned to go over his writing.  He critiques it himself and finds the 
silly little mistakes and lets others focus on the more in-depth writing 
issues.  We’ve talked about it.  It’s [the OWC] truly helped him.”  
·  “She is a little more aggressive in the [writing] process, a little more 
careful.  She has a realization of the process and of knowing that the skill 
is in using the process.”    
·  “Before [the OWC], like when I used the writing process, I would just do 
like prewrite, drafting, revising, editing and then publish.  But now, I like 
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jump back and forth to things.  Like I'll prewrite and then I'll like edit, and 
then I just go back to drafting.  So, I jump around and I like look at, um 
the writing process more carefully.”   
Student participants were also using more of the stages of the writing process.  
One participant observed, “I do a lot more revising than I used to.  I always used to do 
a lot of editing, but I think now I really focus more on revising than I do on editing.”  
This shift to applying revision to make meaning- level changes is important to help 
students develop as writers (Graves, 1980;  Scardamalia & Bereiter, 1986).  Some 
parents (40%) agreed that the students used the process of writing differently since 
the OWC began.   Specifically, those parents mentioned revising and editing as being 
the most affected.  Parent perceptions about the impact of student writing process are 
displayed in Figure 19. 
16.7%
16.7%
66.7%
Editing
Prewriting
Revising & Editing
 
 
Figure 19.  Summary of Parent Perspectives in Response to, “Since the OWC began, have you noticed 
a change in the processes your child uses when writing at home?  Explain.” 
 
    172 
In addition to influencing the application of the writing process and its stages, 
some students reported that the OWC actually became an integral part of their writing 
process.   One student reported, “Whenever I'm stuck on something, I think, Oh, What 
did I do on the board, and then I think of what other people have said to me.”  Taking 
this thought one step further, one student showed a clear plan of how he used the 
OWC while writing, “I like save the things that they [my OWC group members] tell 
me when...like I go my computer and look at my stuff and then I go on the internet 
and look at what they say and then bring up the thing [piece of writing] and change it 
there.”  Showing sadness over the close of the Online Writing Conference, another 
student indicated that she needed to change the way she approached her writing 
assignments, “Now that I don't have...like the bulletin's gone, I have to get more help 
because, before, I wouldn't like have to say it to everybody.  I could just go to the 
bulletin but now I have to go to other people.”  Students’ incorporation of an online 
conference into their writing process was also found in a study that incorporated 
synchronous conferencing and electronic read aloud.  As noted, the technologies 
“provided the additional writing opportunities which for some students became part 
of the writing process for authoring texts” (Strassman & D’Amore, 2002, p. 28).   
Student writing behaviors may have been impacted by the OWC and its text-
based bulletin board technologies.  However, did the use of these technologies change 
participants’ computer use behaviors?  This is addressed in the sub-section which 
follows.  
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4.2.7  Methods, Procedures and Instruments Used: Changes to Participants’ 
                 Computer Use Behaviors 
 
The researcher investigated shifts in student computer use behaviors.  Student 
and Parent Questionnaires (Appendices F and G) administered pre-OWC and post-
OWC were useful in comparing responses about participants’ computer use.  Student 
and parent interviews (Appendices H, I, and J) also provided insights regarding 
student computer use behaviors.  
 Table 17 reviews the specific research questions addressed in this section. 
Also summarized are the methods, procedures and instruments used to gather the data 
discussed here.   
 
Table 17.  Summary of Data Collection for Student Computer Use 
Question Methods Procedures Instruments/Other 
Will student 
participants notice 
changes in their 
computer use 
behaviors?  Will 
parents of the 
student 
participants notice 
changes in their 
children’s 
computer use 
behaviors? 
Questionnaire & 
Interview  
Surveyed students and 
parents prior to the 
onset of the 
conference groups and 
within one month 
after the end of the 
conference groups. 
 
 
Interviewed students 
and parents within one 
month after the end of 
the conference groups. 
Student and Parent 
Questionnaires 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Student and Parent (Exit) 
Interview Protocol 
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4.2.8  Findings and Analyses: Changes to Participants’ Computer Use Behaviors 
Changes to participants’ computer use behaviors are reported in three areas, a) 
frequency of computer use behaviors, b) changed reasons for computer use, and c) 
other impacts to participants as computer users.  
4.2.8.1  Frequency of Computer Use Behaviors  
Study participants used the computer “In School” and “At Home” before the 
OWC began.  For 22 participants (73%) there was no reported change in the 
frequency of their “In School” computer use behaviors.  Most students were using the 
computer more at home as reported by 18 (60%) participants. Parents (22 / 73%) also 
noted increased “At Home” student computer use behaviors since the beginning of 
the OWC.  With students accessing the computer more “At Home,” were they using 
the computer for new or different reasons since the OWC began?   
4.2.8.2  Changed Reasons for Computer Use 
As shown in Figure 20, parents reported that after the OWC students were 
using the computer more to communicate by emailing and chatting.  One parent 
shared, “He has recently been chatting online.  His friend will call and tell him to get 
on the computer to talk. This didn’t happen before.”  Parents told stories of how their 
children were using the computer’s communication capabilities to settle arguments, 
find out homework assignments, and break up with boyfriends and girlfriends.   
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3.3%
6.7%
6.7%
10.0%
10.0%
10.0%
13.3%
40.0%
Writing
Homework
Games
Don't Know
No Change
OWC
Research
Communication
 
Figure 20.  Summary of Parent Perceptions in Response to, “Since the OWC began, have you noticed a 
change in the reasons your child uses the computer?  Explain.” 
 
Since middle school aged students “are more resistant to adult supervision” 
while on the computer (Poftak, 2002, p. 40), it is not surprising that student responses 
about computer use behaviors did not match those of their parents.  Student responses 
did not show the same increase in using the computer to communicate as parents 
reported.  Prior to entry into the OWC, there were 26 student participants (87%) who 
noted that they were already using the computer at home to communicate (by 
emailing and chatting), to play games, to type up writing assignments, and to conduct 
internet searches.  In order to find out which participant computer use behaviors had 
changed, t-tests were run to compare the pre-OWC and post-OWC means for all of  
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the following Student Questionnaire items:    
1. At home how often do you use the computer to work on personal 
writing or writing assignments?   
 
2. At home how often do you send or receive email?   
3. At home how often do you chat on the computer?  
4. At home how often do you post messages to an online bulletin board?   
With one exception there were no significant differences in these pre-OWC 
and post-OWC computer use behaviors.  High Level Participants’ increase in means 
for the use of online bulletin board environments (as used in OWC) was considered 
significant (p < .01, t= - 6.19, df=14).     
4.2.8.3  Other Impacts to Participants as Computer Users 
 Did participants realize any other impacts as computer users?  A better 
understanding of online safety may have impacted the computer use of some OWC 
participants.  Students applied responsible computer use behaviors learned in training 
throughout the duration of the OWC.  These “lessons learned” are summarized by one 
student participant and displayed in Figure 21.   
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Anonymous Thursday, November 21, 2002 - 01:39 pm  
  
Internet Safety  
 
We have been in training all week and here are a few things that we 
learned about internet safety!  
 
~never type someone’s real name, always use a penname.  
~never give out your personal information such as name, address, phone 
number, password, etc.  
~never download anything from people you don’t know  
~don’t talk to strangers online  
~don’t spam or flame  
~try not to use capitals because this indicates yelling  
~make sure people know when you’re joking  
 
Tell me what else you learned about internet safety!  
 
Thanks!  
Figure 21.  Summary of Lessons Learned about Safe & Responsible Internet Use   
 
Related to computer use changes as a result of safety training, students and parents 
shared: 
· “Well, before I didn't really know that much about computers but, now, like, 
I'm like, trying everything.  I don’t feel afraid anymore. I know what to, like, 
do to be ok...like to not share my personal information and stuff.”   
·  “...has also helped teach him what he can and can’t do on the computer.”   
· “He was signing up on certain websites.  He would use our real address and 
give away our phone number.  He doesn’t do that anymore.” 
In addition to these impacts, the OWC may have affected other behaviors of 
student participants.  A recap of the findings and analyses related to these behaviors is 
presented next.     
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4.2.9  Summary:  Participants’ Behaviors     
4.2.9.1  Summary:  How Often and When Participants Accessed the OWC 
 
Members of the ten-week Online Writing Conference collectively accessed 
the OWC board 634 times.  Sixth grade writing assignment due dates and Winter 
Break were factors that likely influenced peaks and valleys of weekly participation. 
For most of the four OWC groups, Week Two with 108 posts, was the highest posting 
week. However, in the group with the highest frequency of posts, the Angry 
Penguins, Week Ten’s OWC use exceeded the access of all other weeks.  
There was a varied range of OWC access a) among groups and b)among 
individual participants.  The Angry Penguins members accessed the board the most, 
accounting for 297 posts. The Purple Monkey Dishwashers made only 73 posts, the 
fewest number of posts out of all four groups.  Individual students accessed the board 
anywhere from 1 to 72 times.  Four posting levels emerged from the frequency of 
participants’ posts and their participation across the ten weeks: 
a) Level 1:  Unstable Posters, posters who participated in the first three weeks 
and did not revisit the board after that time;   
  
b) Level 2:  Sporadic Posters, posters who participated randomly throughout 
the board with no real connection to the board or its purpose;  
   
c) Level 3:  Significant Posters, posters who made a contribution throughout 
most of the board (absent in the last few weeks of the board); and  
 
d) Level 4:  Steadfast Posters, posters who participated consistently 
throughout the duration of the board.   
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Level 3 and 4 students were considered High Level Participants.  Seven 
themes emerged as factors that encouraged High Level Participation: 
· Students perceived “Good Feedback.” 
· Students found the OWC “Fun.” 
· Students enjoyed using the OWC because it was “New and Different.” 
· Students used the OWC because they loved using the “Computer.” 
· Students used the OWC because their “Friends” were. 
· Students made a “Commitment” to join. 
· Students wanted to work with the “Researcher.” 
Low Level Participants were made up of Level 1 and 2 Posters.  These 
students shared factors that discouraged their OWC participation:   
· Students had a “Busy Schedule.” 
· Students “Forgot to Use” the OWC. 
· Students experienced a “Change of Routine” after joining the OWC. 
· Students had “Computer Problems.” 
· Students had “No Home Internet” access. 
· Students had a “Lack of Interest” in the OWC. 
Observations were made about High Level and Low Level Participants’ 
access. When compared to Low Level Participants, High Level Participants were 
more likely to exhibit social presence in board posts (with Affective, Interactive and 
Cohesive post qualities).  These students were also more likely to be self-driven and 
to access the OWC “throughout the day, throughout the week.” This leads to findings 
about when the OWC was accessed by participants.  
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 Monday, the day that students expected the weekly posting of the Welcome & 
Reflect message, was the highest posting day.  In fact, even though most OWC 
participants were free to access the board at any time, many chose to do so Mondays 
through Thursdays.  In addition, evening hours, from 5pm to 9pm were the most 
popular posting times.  However, the OWC was accessed on all days and at all times.   
Why did students access the board? A summary of these findings is presented 
next in section 4.2.9.2.   
4.2.9.2  Summary:  Why Participants Accessed the OWC 
 The coding of all board posts by the researcher and an independent observer 
showed that the number one purpose for participants’ OWC access was to “Give 
Feedback” (36.2%) to other writers.   
The OWC contained posts from students intending to “Get Feedback” 
(16.7%). There were 65 writing pieces (59 from students, 6 from the researcher) 
posted to the OWC board over its ten weeks.  Time to complete writing assignments 
often factored into students accessing the board to “Get Feedback.”  However, many 
of these “Get Feedback” pieces were posted from students in groups with frequent 
board access (e.g. Angry Penguins, Pink Panthers); High Level Participants who were 
Steadfast Posters (Level 4) were five times more likely to “Get Feedback” than 
students in other posting levels. These students were also more likely to consider the 
feedback offered to them.  This was not the case for Low Level Participants who 
often posted “Get Feedback,” messages to share writing or fulfill posting 
requirements.  A lack of typing skills and a lack of time may have contributed to 
students not posting any or more writing to “Get Feedback.”  
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 Students also used the board to Request / Share Knowledge (27.2%).  Many of 
these posts were made in response to the weekly, Welcome & Reflect message.  
Training seemed to help students post purposefully, with most OWC posts made to 
“Give Feedback,” “Get Feedback,” or “Request/Share Knowledge.” 
The OWC was rarely used for “Socialization” (1.7%) or to “Give / Get 
Technical Assistance” (4.1%).  Some posts were coded as “Thank Group Member / 
Miscellaneous” (13.6%);  these mainly were thank you messages in response to 
another member’s help or support.   
A Multipurpose post category emerged in the final weeks of the board.  These 
posts incorporated more than one of the initial categories; these posting behaviors 
demonstrated a facility with the OWC environment. 
With participants accessing the OWC mainly to “Give Feedback,” “Get 
Feedback,” and “Request / Share Knowledge,” how did this impact their writing 
behaviors?   
4.2.9.3  Summary:  Participant Writing Behaviors 
OWC participants reported that they wrote more since the OWC began.   
However, a closer look at the frequency of writing behaviors showed that “At Home” 
both High Level and Low Level Participants had no real change in the frequency of 
specific behaviors related to drafting, conferencing, and revising.  Using a t-test for 
paired groups, the researcher found that Low Level Participants had a significant 
decrease (p < .04, t=2.25, df=13) in frequency of  “In School” writing behaviors. This 
change was not realized by High Level Participants.    
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 From Student and Parent Interviews, four major themes emerged about the 
impact of the OWC on writing behaviors. They were: 
· Increased Content-Related Conferencing, 
· Increased Ability to Diagnose and Address Problems in Writing, 
· Increased Development of Writing Ideas, and 
· Changed Application of the Writing Process. 
Though some of the changes reported may have been influenced by students’ 
level of development in the Formal Operational Stage, the OWC likely supported 
students in the above areas by providing the scaffolding students need to decrease 
their zones of proximal development (Vygotsky, 1986). 
4.2.9.4  Summary:   Participant Computer Use Behaviors 
 Parents reported that since the OWC began, their children were using the 
computer more to communicate online through email and chat technologies.  
However, students indicated that they were doing this prior to the onset of the OWC.  
Students did not recognize this change.  However, two changes to student computer 
use were found:  a) High Level Participants used an online bulletin board (e.g. the 
OWC) significantly more (p < .05, t=-6.19, df=14), and b) all participants showed an 
awareness of Internet safety in their online interactions.   
This section presented a brief overview of this study’s findings related to the 
behaviors of the OWC participants.  The next section reports findings and analyses 
related to OWC participants’ attitudes.   
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4.3   Participant Attitudes 
A discussion of the methods and procedures used to gather data along with 
research findings related to OWC participants’ attitudes precedes each of three areas, 
namely a)  attitudes towards writing;  b) attitudes towards the online environment for 
writing conferences;  and c)  views about effective writing.   
4.3.1 Methods, Procedures and Instruments Used:  Attitudes Towards Writing   
Student participants completed the Writing Attitude Survey (Kear, Coffman, 
McKenna, Ambrosio, 2000) before and after their participation in the Online Writing 
Conference.   Raw scores were totaled for each participant.  Means of pre-OWC and 
post-OWC WAS scores were compared for High Level and Low Level Participant 
groups using a t-test for paired groups.   
 Information from student interviews was used to understand the impact of the 
OWC on student attitudes towards writing.  Impressions about participants’ attitudes 
towards writing were recorded in the researcher’s field notes; They were used to 
describe student attitudes towards writing, and changes to these attitudes that 
occurred over the OWC’s existence. 
 Table 18 provides a summary of the methods, procedures and instruments 
used in data collection. 
 
 
 
 
    184 
Table 18.  Summary of Data Collection Procedures for Students’ Attitudes Towards Writing 
Question Methods Procedures Instruments/Other 
What attitudes or 
feelings do students 
have about writing?  
Will this change 
over the course of 
the group’s 
existence? 
Questionnaire & 
Interview 
 
(Participant) 
Observation 
Found Pre- & Post-
measurement means 
for attitudes toward 
writing 
 
Interviewed students 
prior to the onset of the 
groups within one 
month after the end of 
the conference groups. 
 
Recorded observations 
and impressions in 
researcher log. 
The Writing Attitude Survey 
(WAS) (Kear, Coffman, 
McKenna, Ambrosio, 2000) 
 
 
Student Interview Protocols  
 
 
 
 
 
Field notes 
 
4.3.2 Findings and Analyses:  Participant Attitudes Towards Writing 
 Pre-OWC student interviews yielded information regarding student attitudes 
a) about themselves as writers, and b) towards writing.  There were 16 (53%) 
participants who had positive feelings about themselves as writers.  These positive 
views were shaped by 1) student grades or outside feedback, 2) personal judgment, or 
3) student effort.  Overall, students had more positive attitudes towards writing than 
of themselves as writers.  There were 25 (83%) participants with positive attitudes 
towards writing before the OWC began. There were 21 (78%) parents who indicated 
that their OWC participant children had positive attitudes towards writing.  In attempt 
to triangulate Student and Parent Interview data about writing attitudes, students were 
given the WAS or Writing Attitude Survey (Kear, Coffman, McKenna, Ambrosio, 
2000).  Results from pre-OWC Writing Attitude Surveys indicated that all but one of 
the OWC participants’ scores were high, when compared to the national norming 
sample’s scores, and indicated positive feelings towards writing.  
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 Knowing that many of the students began the OWC feeling positive about 
themselves as writers and towards writing, the researcher was interested if this would 
change over the course of the OWC.  The Writing Attitude Survey (WAS) was 
administered again after the OWC had ended.  T-test data was calculated to compare 
pre-OWC and post-OWC mean raw scores for High Level and Low Level 
Participants.  There were no significant changes for High Level Participants.  
Findings showed that High Level Participants maintained their positive attitudes 
towards writing. One High Level Participants’ mother said, “My daughter liked it 
[writing] before.  This [the OWC] just gave her more practice and more 
encouragement.”   
Mean WAS scores decreased for the Low Level Participant group.  In fact, 
this decrease was found to be significant (p < .02) for these Low Level Participants 
(t=2.71, df=13), indicating that these students had less positive attitudes towards 
writing after the OWC.   
Though Low Level Participants had less positive attitudes towards writing 
after the OWC, many felt more positive about themselves as writers.  The same was 
true for High Level Participants.  Students who write using technology or who access 
out-of-classroom writing conference support often report positive feelings about 
themselves as writers (Fitch, 1985;  Wilcox, Anstead & Black, 1997).  In the Student 
Exit Interview, 22 (73%) students from both the Low Level and High Level 
Participant groups reported feeling better about themselves as writers.  Participants 
who had more positive attitudes towards themselves as writers reported a) improved 
writing skills and b) increased confidence. One parent put this into words, “Now that 
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others are reading it [his writing], he feels more confident and shares it more because 
he has got a lot of positive feedback.”  This outcome mimics that of Yocum’s (1999), 
which found that student writers improved their self-esteem after being involved in an 
asynchronous, email-based conference.  
Two summative statements provide a brief overview of how writing attitudes 
changed over the course of the OWC’s existence:  a) Many High Level Participants 
(HLP) felt better about themselves as writers;  HLP students maintained positive 
attitudes towards writing;  b)  Many Low Level Participants (LLP) students felt better 
about themselves as writers; LLP students had less positive attitudes towards writing.  
Perhaps students need an online support outlet for writing while developing as writers 
and thinkers.  If accessed, this outlet may help maintain positive attitudes towards 
writing.   
 Knowing how students feel about writing and about themselves as writers is 
important as positive feelings often lead to writing practice.  Student attitudes could 
be impacted by writing conferences (Fletcher, 1993).  Traditionally, writing 
conferences are held face-to-face.  So, how did participants and parents feel about the 
online environment for writing conferences?  This question is addressed next. 
4.3.3  Methods, Procedures and Instruments Used:  Attitudes Towards the Online  
                 Environment for Writing Conferences  
 
 As shown in Table 19, the researcher used the Student and Parent 
Questionnaires (Appendices F and G) and Interviews (Appendices H, I, and J) to 
uncover attitudes towards the online (rather than face-to-face) environment for 
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writing conferences.  Codes were assigned to open ended responses until saturation or 
redundancy occurred.  All coded items were entered in an SPSS spreadsheet so that 
frequency distributions and graphs could visua lly represent response trends.  
   Data and analyses regarding student and parent feelings towards the online 
writing conference environment are presented next. 
 
Table 19. Summary of Data Collection Procedures for Student and Parents Feelings about the Online 
Environment for the Writing Conference  
 
4.3.4  Findings and Analyses: Participant and Parent Attitudes Towards the 
          Online Environment for Writing Conferences and Towards the OWC 
 
Parents’ and middle level participants’ attitudes towards the online environment 
for writing conferences were shaped by their involvement with the OWC.  Therefore, 
responses about an “online environment” for writing conferences often mention the 
OWC.  This is noted to avoid confusion.  This section is meant to report attitudes 
towards an online environment for writing conferences as a general concept.  The 
researcher shares, a) themes about positive attitudes towards the online environment 
for writing conferences, b) themes about neutral or negative attitudes towards the 
Question Methods Procedures Instruments/Other 
How do students 
and parents feel 
about the online 
environment for the 
writing conference? 
Questionnaire & 
Interview 
Surveyed & 
Interviewed students 
and parents prior to the 
onset of the groups and 
within one month after 
the end of the 
conference groups. 
Student and Parent 
Questionnaires 
 
 
 
 
Student and Parent Interview 
Protocols  
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online environment for writing conferences, and c) parent attitudes towards the online 
environment for writing conferences.   
4.3.4.1  Themes About Positive Attitudes Towards the Online Environment for    
             Writing Conferences 
 Students were asked how they felt about the online environment for writing 
conferences.  Most student participants (25) had positive attitudes towards 
conferencing online.  As presented in Figure 22, five themes emerged as support for 
these positive attitudes.    
5.6%
11.1%
11.1%
16.7%
55.6%
Computer
Honest Feedback
Thinking Time
Flexibility
Comfort
 
 
Figure 22.  Emerging Themes for Positive Student Feelings in Response to, “How do you feel about 
having writing conferences online instead of in person?  Why?” 
 
  
The majority of student responses indicated that students felt positive about 
the online environment for writing conferences due to feelings of “Comfort” (55.6%).  
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Students expressed that the nature of the online environment allowed them to feel less 
embarrassed in a conference situation.  Students made the following comments: 
· “I think it’s [conferencing] better online because, like, in person you might, 
like, get all nervous because like, Oh my gosh. I’m sharing with someone. 
What if it’s not good?  I think that especially if it’s a good person who’s a 
better writer than me.  But, like on the online thing, I know that everyone’s 
there just to learn stuff so that it’s not like pressure.”   
·  “I think it was better online because like sometimes, somebody has like 
something, and you don’t want them to know that it’s you; so you could post 
as anonymous.”   
In the crux of social and cognitive development, middle level students need 
non-threatening communities in which to work (Scales, 1991).  With self-conscious 
feelings erupting in middle level students, the text-to-text Internet environment may 
provide a comfortable learning environment to share writing and give writing 
feedback.  Perceptions of a more “comfortable” environment contributed to students’ 
feeling that they were more able to give and get more “Honest Feedback” (11.1%) 
when conferencing online instead of face-to-face.  One student remarked, “I liked it 
[conferencing] better online...in person, it just doesn’t work for me to look in the face 
of someone and say like, ‘I don’t think that this is right’ and stuff.  I can’t look in 
someone’s eyes and say negative things...”   
“Flexibility” (16.7%) was another theme that emerged. One student said, 
“...it’s at your house, so you don’t always have to like, you know, plan to meet the 
person.”  Since busy schedules often impact student participation in online 
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environments (Crotty, 1995), having the option of accessing an online environment 
for writing conferences throughout the day, throughout the week left them feeling 
positive.   
By being able to access an online environment for writing conferences at any 
time, students had more “Time to Think” (11.1%).  One participant shared, “...they 
[student participants] don’t have to give you the feedback right away, and I think 
that’s good too because it will give you more time to think about it if it’s on the 
computer.  And...you always know that you can go and look back to it.”  Over ten 
years ago, Jamie McKenzie, publisher and editor of From Now On – The Educational 
Technology Journal, spoke out in support of a word processor doubling as an “idea 
processor” for student writing.  He shared that students need time for “ideas to gather, 
pass through an incubation period and then receive the kind of careful attention they 
deserve, the student really needs many hours spread out over time” (McKenzie, 1991, 
Online).  This “time to think”-- crucial to the improvement of writing-- may be 
inherent in an online environment for writing conferences as suggested by some 
student responses. 
Finally, students interested in using the “Computer” (5.6%) led some 
participants to have positive feelings towards the online environment for writing 
conferences.  
4.3.4.2  Themes About Neutral or Negative Attitudes Towards the Online 
        Environment for Writing Conferences 
 
A few students had neutral (2) or negative (3) attitudes towards the online 
environment for writing conferences.  Though responses came from a small number 
of participants, reasons behind these attitudes are important in understanding the pros 
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and cons of the online environment for writing conferences.  Figure 23 presents the 
three themes about these neutral or negative feelings.  Student responses indicated 
that they: 1) found the “typing” difficult (20%); 2) found the absence of “tone” 
frustrating (20%); and 3) found it more difficult to explain feedback using text rather 
than speech.   These three themes are discussed below. 
 
20.0%
20.0% 60.0%
Typing Difficult
Tone Missing Explanations Tough
 
 
Figure 23. Emerging Themes for Student Neutral or Negative Feelings in Response to, “How do you 
feel about having writing conferences online instead of in person?  Why?” 
 
 
As far as typing difficulties, students need to be proficient in typing by middle 
level years.  The UCLA Internet Report—“Surveying the Digital Future” (Ledo, 
2003) reported that in 2003 there were 97% of students in the 12-15 age group who 
used the Internet.  Therefore, we must make sure that students can efficiently use the 
online learning tools now being used.  
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In online environments, tone can be absent.  This led to neutral or negative 
feelings by some participants.  One student shared, “I’d rather have it [writing 
conferences] in person...[Online] you don’t know like how that’s actually felt...You 
know how if somebody lies, you can tell if they’re lying?  Well...you can’t tell by the 
computer.” Emoticons or certain punctuation symbols along with social presence and 
feelings of community may help reduce frustration caused by lack of tone.    
One participant shared, “I think in person when you are conferencing about 
your writing, in person, the person...can like, give you the reasons better...”   Some 
students found it “more difficult” to explain feedback.  Though this lead to negative 
or neutral feelings about an online environment for writing conferences, it might 
actually help students clarify their thinking and their writing.  This supports the work 
of James Britton (1972) and Donald Murray (1989) who assert that Writing is 
Thinking. 
Did parents share the same feelings towards online environments for writing 
conferences as the students?   
4.3.4.3  Parent Attitudes Towards the Online Environment for Writing   
             Conferences  
Positive feelings towards the online environment for writing conferences were 
shared by most (29) parents.  Parents recognized that students might be more 
“Comfortable” conferencing online rather than in person, as indicated by many 
students. One parent shared, “The students are not afraid [online].  Inhibitions are 
down when they are not identifying with the face and just ident ifying with the 
words.”   
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Also like students, parents recognized students’ love of “Computers” as a 
reason for positive feelings towards the online environment.  Parents expressed this 
by talking about the mix of computer and writing activities.  Some said: 
· “I feel great about it [conferencing online].  Writing is not his top interest, but 
he really likes the computer.  So, putting those things together was good for 
him.”   
· “This generation likes computers and likes the internet.  This takes something 
they like and something they’re not as crazy about ...I think that it’s a great 
idea.  It shows them writing is not a bad thing.  It also takes this forum and 
pushes them further.”   
Some parents believed the online writing conference environment was a great 
supplement to traditional conferencing methods.  One said, “It’s [conferencing online 
is] a great idea.  I wouldn’t want it to be the be-all, end-all, but I feel positive about 
it.”   
The online environment for writing conferences, supported by most parents 
and student participants, was used for this study’s OWC.   A closer look at the 
possible impact of the OWC is examined in the next sub-section when the following 
questions are answered:  How did students view effective or excellent writing?  Did 
these student views change over the course of the OWC’s existence?  
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4.3.5  Methods, Procedures and Instruments Used: Views About Effective 
                 Writing   
 Both before and after the Online Writing Conference, the researcher asked 
students to share the ir definitions of effective writing.  The State of Pennsylvania’s 
Department of Education references five domains of effective writing, namely:  
focus, content, organization, style, and conventions.  Student responses regarding the 
qualities of effective writing were categorized according to the five domains. Other 
categories emerged. Student responses were categorized and recorded with SPSS®.  
The categories from the pre and post-OWC interviews were compared.   
Table 20 reviews data collection methods, procedures and instruments used to 
respond to these questions.   
 
Table 20.  Summary of Data Collection Procedures for Student Definitions of Effective Writing 
Question Methods Procedures Instruments/Other 
How do students 
define “effective 
writing”?  Will this 
change over the 
course of the 
group’s existence? 
Interview  Interviewed students 
prior to the onset of the 
groups and within one 
month after the end of 
the conference groups. 
 
Student Interview Protocols  
 
 
4.3.6  Findings and Analyses: Views of Effective Writing 
The phrases “effective writing” and “excellent writing” are used interchangeably 
in this section.  The researcher’s goal was to uncover student views of effective 
writing.  However, for clear communication with the middle level students, the 
researcher used the word “excellent” with them.    
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When students were first asked the question, “When you think of all the 
ingredients that need to go into making a piece of writing excellent, what would those 
ingredients be?” the domains of Focus (20%) and Content (25.5%) were repeated.   
Even before the OWC began, students were aware of the importance of these 
domains.  Students also mentioned the domain of Style (16.4%), followed by 
Organization (5.5%).  Conventions (1.8%) were mentioned the least of the domains.  
Some student responses included comments about the Writing Process (16.4%) as a 
component needed to create excellent writing.  Concentration (5.5%), Effort (5.5%), 
and Creativity (3.6%) were other ingredients mentioned.  Figure 24 displays this data.   
1.8%
3.6%
5.5%
5.5%
5.5%
16.4%
16.4%
20.0%
25.5%
Conventions
Creativity
Organization
Effort
Concentration
Style
Writing Process
Focus
Content
 
 
Figure 24.  Student Responses Pre-OWC to, “When you think of all the ingredients that need to go into 
making a piece of writing excellent, what would those ingredients be?” 
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During exit interviews, students were asked, “Has your participation in the 
online writing conference changed the way you define excellent writing?” There were 
16 students representing both High Level and Low Level participants who responded, 
“Yes.”  Therefore, changed definitions related to excellent or effective writing were 
not related to student participation level.   
How did student definitions of effective writing change?  During exit 
interviews, students were also asked to share the ingredients needed to make a piece 
of writing excellent.  Figure 25 displays students’ responses.  Students mentioned 
Focus (8.8%) a little bit less after the OWC.  Their mention of Content (28.1%), and 
Style (17.5%) were relatively the same as pre-OWC responses.  The mention of 
Organization (8.8%) and Conventions (5.3%) was slightly increased.   
5.3%
8.8%
8.8%
17.5%
28.1%
31.6%
Conventions
Organization
Focus
Style
Content
Writing Process
 
 
Figure 25.  Student Responses Post-OWC to, “When you think of all the ingredients that need to go 
into making a piece of writing excellent, what would those ingredients be?” 
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The greatest shift in student view of effective writing was not related to any 
one domain area.  It was in the increase in responses acknowledging the importance 
of the Writing Process (31.6%) to produce effective writing.  Since the application of 
the writing process often distinguishes experienced from inexperienced writers 
(Kozma, 1991), this shift could indicate growth in many of the student participants. 
4.3.7   Summary of Participant Attitudes 
4.3.7.1   Summary:  Attitudes Towards Writing 
 Data acquired from student interviews and the Writing Attitude Survey 
(WAS) showed that most student participants (25) began the Online Writing 
Conference with positive attitudes towards writing;  More than half (16) of the 
participants also felt positive ly about themselves as writers.  After the OWC, the 
majority (22) of participants had more positive attitudes about themselves as writers, 
mentioning improved writing skills and increased confidence in the exit interviews.   
Attitudes towards writing did not improve for participants.  High Level 
Participants maintained their positive attitudes towards writing.  Low Level 
Participants had a significant decrease (p < .02, t=2.71, df=13)  in the means of their 
raw WAS scores from pre to post-OWC administration.  This meant that their 
attitudes towards writing were less positive after the OWC.   This could imply that the 
OWC served as a necessary support outlet for writing for the High Level Participants.  
Students who stop accessing or sporadically access this environment might need 
additional supports to maintain positive attitudes towards writing.   
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Students at the middle level are progressing in a new stage of development, 
the Formal Operational Period (Piaget, 1952).  Perhaps this impacted attitudes 
towards writing.  Attitudes towards the online environment for writing conferences 
were definitely impacted by new development, mostly related to middle level 
students’ social worlds.  A summary of attitudes towards the online environment for 
writing conferences is presented next.   
4.3.7.2   Summary:  Attitudes Towards the Online Environment for Writing          
              Conferences 
 
There were 25 student participants who felt positively about using an online 
environment for writing conferences. These students shared that the online 
environment for writing conferences: 
· made them feel more comfortable than face-to-face conferencing. 
· gave them flexibility to work from home. 
· allowed them to give and get more honest feedback. 
· gave them time to think about their feedback and writing pieces. 
· allowed them to use the computer. 
The five students who felt either neutral or negative about an online 
environment for writing conferences shared that they: 
· were bothered by the amount of typing. 
· were bothered by the lack of “tone.” 
· found it more difficult to explain themselves online. 
All the participants’ parents felt positive ly about the online environment for writing 
conferences sharing that their children felt a) more comfortable conferencing online 
than face-to-face or b) excited to use the computer.   
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 As mentioned, students perceived having more time to think about their 
feedback and writing pieces.  With more time in the online environment to process 
ideas about writing, how were participants’ views of effective writing impacted? 
4.3.7.3  Summary:  Views of Effective Writing 
 There were no major differences between students’ pre and post-OWC views 
of effective or excellent writing related to the five domains.  These views consistently 
included writing “content.”  However, there was an important change noted.  After 
the OWC, a greater percentage of student responses mentioned that use of the 
“writing process” was key to producing effective writing.   When students recognize 
the value of the writing process and have an awareness of the domains of effective 
writing, they are on their way to becoming successful writers.  However, did student 
participants have this “awareness” of the domains of effective writing?  OWC 
domain-based discourse is shared next.    
4.4   Participant Discourse 
4.4.1 Methods, Procedures and Instruments Used: Domain-Based Discourse   
With the Pennsylvania Department of Education (PDE) labeling the qualities or 
domains of effective writing (focus, content, organization, style, conventions), the 
researcher wanted to find out, “In what domains of writing did student and teacher 
discourse fall?  Did this change over the course of the group’s existence?”   
Table 21 summarizes the methodology used to answer these questions.  To 
provide a brief overview, the discourse of all Give Feedback, Get Feedback, or 
Request / Share Knowledge posts was coded by the domain or domains that were 
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addressed in the posts.   A trained, independent observer and the researcher both 
applied domain-based codes to the post content using Discourse Observation: 
Category and Indicators for Post Content (Appendix P).  Since multiple codes/ 
domains could be assigned to each post, the researcher used a formula of  
agreement/agreement + disagreement  to establish inter rater reliability.  During 
preliminary data collection, inter rater reliability was at an acceptable level (.897).   
This level of reliability was still acceptable in Weeks Nine and Ten (.940).   
Researcher field notes also helped to understand student and researcher domain-
based talk.  Findings and analyses are discussed next. 
 
Table 21.  Summary of Data Collection Procedures for Uncovering Domain-Based OWC Discourse 
Question Methods Procedures Instruments/Other 
In what domains of 
writing will student 
and teacher 
discourse fall?  
Will this change 
over the course of 
the group’s 
existence? 
(Participant) 
Observation 
Categorized the content 
of student discourse 
related to the five 
domains of effective 
writing:  focus, content, 
organization, style and 
conventions. 
 
Record thoughts, ideas 
and observations in 
researcher journal. 
Access-Purpose and Discourse 
Observation Matrix (APDM) 
 
 
 
 
 
Field notes 
 
 
4.4.2  Findings and Analyses:  Participant Discourse 
Over the ten weeks of the Online Writing Conference, there was discussion in 
each of the five domains of effective writing:  focus, content, organization, style, and 
conventions.  Samples of posts representing each of these domains are presented in 
Appendix Q.   
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As shown in Figure 26, posts that discussed writing content  by: a) providing 
sufficient information for the reader, b) supporting or explaining statements made, c) 
elaborating explanations or ideas, d) providing additional details, facts, anecdotes, 
opinions, reasons, or statistics, e) adding “Show Not Tell” description, and f) 
developing problem, setting, characters, etc., were most common in the OWC.   
DOMAIN
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Figure 26. Percent of Student Posts to the OWC by Domain  
 
 Students also discussed writing style, focus, conventions, and organization (in 
this order of frequency). As noted earlier in this paper, middle level students are 
shifting from the Concrete Operational Period of Development to the Formal 
Operational Period of Development.  Board discourse may have portrayed this shift, 
with a focus on the “meaning” of the drafts through discussion of writing content.    
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Exploring how domain-based discourse changed over the course of the OWC, 
may also display growth of student writers.   Figure 27 shows weekly trends of 
discourse in each of the five domain areas.  A high- level of content-related discourse 
was found during most weeks in the OWC.  In the final weeks of the OWC, there 
were increasing posts about organization and conventions.  This could serve to 
represent students’ who were finally pleased with the content of their drafts, and 
ready to visit their writing organization and conventions.   It could also indicate that 
more “near publishing” drafts were placed in the OWC for review.  A look at the 
writing pieces published during these final weeks proved this to be the case.  Yet, 
what else could have contributed to shifts in board discourse over time?   
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Figure 27.  Doma in-based Discourse by Domain 
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Since participants made 472 posts out of 634 to respond to (rather than begin) a 
conversation,  the researcher examined posts that needed a response:  a) the weekly 
Welcome & Reflect (W&R) messages, and b) student “Get Feedback” posts.   
Though some of the “Get Feedback” posts requested specific domain-based support, 
many of them were more general.  Therefore, these requests did not influence 
discourse in specific domains. However, it appeared that the W&R messages did 
influence posting in specific domains.  Week One’s W&R related to style, asking 
students to react to the author’s word choice and feelings evoked from a Pumpkin Pie 
poem.  During Week One on the board, Style and Content were the two most 
commonly addressed domains.  Week Two’s W&R was related to focus and content.  
It asked students how they are inspired for their story ideas, characters, and plots.  In 
the OWC, focus and content were the addressed the most that week.  Week Three’s 
W&R provided an online resource to help students with grammar.  During this week, 
there was an increase in the discourse related to conventions. This trend continued 
throughout the remaining weeks of the board. Figure 28 displays these weekly 
changes in discourse.   
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Figure 28.  Domain-based Discourse by Week  
 
If board discourse was impacted by the weekly W&R messages, a text-based 
OWC environment could be used for purposeful student reflection related to the five 
domains. If students need support or direct instruction in a specific area, a teacher can 
address this online with a reflective prompt, encouraging students to use “writing as 
thinking” to help clarify ideas about effective writing.    In addition, discourse in 
OWC environments may be able to be used to investigate student growth as writers 
and thinkers.  
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4.4.3  Summary:  Discourse 
 Of the five domains, writing “content” was discussed the most by the OWC 
participants, possibly showing that participants were looking at the meaning- level of 
their drafts.  Yet, discussions across all domains showed that students had an 
awareness of all five domains of effective writing.   
 Throughout the OWC content-related discourse was high.  Over time, OWC 
discourse included more posts related to writing organization or conventions.  This 
may indicate that students were pleased with content, or they were posting more 
drafts near “publishing.”  Regardless, weekly Welcome & Reflect messages, posted 
by the researcher, often impacted student discourse in the domain areas.  Therefore, it 
is possible that these messages could be used to guide student reflection and 
instruction about effective writing related to the five domains outlined by the 
Pennsylvania Department of Education.  In addition, discourse in the OWC’s text-
based environment could also be used to investigate development in students’ writing 
and thinking. 
 There is much to learn, not only from OWC discourse, but also from what 
transpired before, during, and after the OWC.  Some research reports about online 
learning environments omit important details about how the environment took shape 
and how its members interacted.  With the researcher immersed in data collection as a 
participant observer, these details were able to be noted.  So teachers and researchers 
can understand the reality of this environment and make more well- informed choices 
about the OWC and future research, a researcher’s account is provided below.      
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4.5  The Researcher’s Account  
4.5.1  Methods, Procedures and Instruments Used:  The Researcher’s Account 
In order to create this account, the researcher considered information from 
pre/post interviews with students, exit interviews with parents, pre/post Student and 
Parent Questionnaires, pre/post student Writing Attitude Surveys,  parent, student and 
teacher (email and phone) contacts, board discourse, and researcher field notes.   
The findings that follow evolved from the researcher’s participant observation 
in the OWC.  They are reported as a first person account in order to describe lessons 
learned from the researcher’s immersion in the Online Writing Conference 
environment.   
In order to avoid redundancy, most findings and analyses already presented 
when answering the specific research questions are not repeated.   
4.5.2  Findings and Analyses:  The Researcher’s Account 
 My reason for writing this account is to share lessons learned about 
conducting and participating in an OWC.  I recognize that some of my “findings” and 
“analyses” have emerged because of and despite my ideas about writing instruction 
and online learning.  Therefore, as I learned from Bob Fecho (2003), author of an 
article I recently read, I should preface this account by stating, Yeki Bood/Yeki Na 
Bood or This is how it is.  This is not how it is.  
My account is divided into five main areas, namely:   a) My Rapport with Parents 
and Students, b) My Understanding of the Students as Writers and Computer Users, 
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c) My Impressions from Student Training, d) My Insights from the OWC, and e) My 
Unexpected Professional Development.   
4.5.2.1  My Rapport with Parents and Students 
 When I first contacted parents and students, I was not questioned about the 
long consent form or the ways I would protect students in the online environment.  
Instead I was confronted by parents and students who shared excitement that we 
might work together again, as I was a former fourth grade teacher in the District.    
I asked parents, “Would you have let your child participate in the OWC if you 
did not know the coordinator?”   Six parents told me they would not.  One parent 
shared that she would be leery of her daughter working with an “unknown” adult.  
Five parents would have been uneasy about the use of the Internet. One said, “The 
Internet scares the heck out of me.  I totally trust my son, but every night we talk 
about the problems of the Internet.” The parents and I all know these problems are 
real.  One parent told me of a co-worker’s arrest because of his use of the Internet to 
lure children to obscure meeting places.  With real dangers related to Internet-use, 
some parents would have totally ruled out Internet-based activities without a personal 
relationship with the coordinator.   
However, the majority of parents reported that if they did not know the 
coordinator, they might have let their child participate in an OWC project if it had  
1) school backing, and  2) detailed coordinator information.  
My rapport with parents allowed for easy consent and “free rein” in the OWC 
environment.  I saw first hand a lesson shared in Fine and Sandstrom’s (1988) 
Knowing Children:  Participant Observation with Minors, that preadolescents “are not 
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closely monitored by their parents or other adult guardians” (p. 49).  In fact once the 
OWC began, only half of the participants’parents reported talking to their child about 
the OWC, and only six parents saw the OWC website.   
 My rapport with students had many benefits:  1) it encouraged self-selection, 
2) it allowed students to share honest thoughts, and 3) it provided an “understanding” 
of expectations.   
My relationship with the students inspired many to self-select for the study.  I 
had double the amount of student participants return consent and assent forms than I 
had originally expected.  Twelve of the thirty participants shared in the pre-OWC 
questionnaire that their number one reason for joining the OWC project was, “I want 
to work with Mrs. Adelman.”       
Because of our positive relationship, students were sharing their opinions and 
talking openly immediately.  They trusted that when I said I would not connect their 
names with their responses that I meant it.  I could tell because some students shared 
stories of how negative their parents were when they worked together on student 
writing. Others told likes and dislikes about conferencing with their teachers, one of 
which the students know as my friend.   
Students also did not “test” the waters of our online environment.  They did 
not put others down in our environment ; they did not post inappropriate websites for 
shock value.  They also did not use my home phone number (listed on all 
consent/assent forms and all contact letters) to practice heavy breathing or hang ups.  
 However, it is important to note that my rapport with students did not 
encourage them to “stick around” once the OWC began.  Our relationship encouraged 
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involvement, but not participation.  Our rapport gave students the comfort to make 
their own choices about their participation and interest in the OWC.     
So, who were these participants?  A description of these students (as they were 
when they entered the OWC) is offered next. 
4.5.2.2  My Understanding of the Students As Writers & Computer Users 
 I knew the students personally from my teaching experience in the District.  
The District is small; When in fourth grade these students had one of only three 
teachers, one being me.   So from the beginning the project, I had a good sense of the 
students’ personalities.  However, I still needed to get acquainted or reacquainted 
with these students as “writers” and as “computer users.”    I used one-on-one student 
interviews, student questionnaires, and “hallway” conversations to do just that.   
 I learned that most of these students liked writing; well, as long as it wasn’t 
writing for science or social studies.  This type of writing required them to get 
information they did not already have.  Writing in these subject areas also kept 
students grounded in reality, a reality that many of the middle level students wished 
they could escape from.  
An escape from the social world of the middle level students might have been 
provided by writing in students’ favorite genres, realistic fiction and poetry.  As 
Donald Murray (1989) once suggested, “Writing is therapy...” (p. 185);  these genres 
gave students an outlet to work through new problems, share new feelings, or recall 
new experiences.   
The topics students chose to write about came from within the student.  
Students liked to use the information they had.  They heeded and appreciated the 
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advice, “Write about what you know.”  They liked forms of personal writing such as 
diary entries, letters to friends, and stories for themselves.  Most of them liked to 
personal write more than compose for a writing assignment; however, with busy 
schedules many found little or no time to personal write.    
Even though these students would have rather been personal writing, they 
cared about their writing assignments.  They even enjoyed them... as long as they 
were able to have the choice of their writing topics.   
 I found that choice was also important to students when conferencing.  These 
students liked to conference with people who asked questions or gave suggestions, 
leaving final writing choices up to them.  They did not want others to tell them, 
“Change this” or “Change that.”  However, they did want specific, honest and 
knowledgeable feedback that went well beyond “It was good,” and “I liked it.”   
One student told me how she was once given positive feedback to her face 
only to hear jokes about her story behind her back. I thought of Murray’s (1989) 
statement, “...people can be humiliated or will be inhibited from conferring honestly 
when a colleague is in earshot”  (p. 124).    A light bulb turned on in my head.  I 
realized that even when conferencing about writing, students do not break out of their 
social roles.  Knowing this about the students reaffirmed my use of the Online 
Writing Conference, which may allow students to be more removed from socially 
driven interactions by providing distance with time, space, or feelings of anonymity.  
I felt that I understood the participant writers well enough to try to address their 
needs.  However, I also became informed about the students as computer users. 
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I found that the District and these students were “computer rich.” All of the 
participants had at least one computer in their home; all but two students could access 
the Internet at home from at least one computer.  Students had access to three District 
computer labs and computers in their classrooms.  They used computer lingo like 
“modem,” “service provider,” and “default page.”    They shared stories of email pals 
and had favorite web sites like www.whatsherface.com and www.sikids.com.   
Therefore, I was not surprised that when I asked, “On a scale of 1 – 10, how 
comfortable do you feel using the computer?” 86.7% of participants ranked 
themselves a nine or a ten.  None of the students used a rank lower than seven.  
Student comfort using the computer made training for the OWC run smoothly.  A 
portrait of this training is presented next. 
4.5.2.3  My Impressions from Student Training  
 Students would literally rush into OWC training sessions, held in the 
elementary computer lab.  Though flattered at the time, I found that offering free 
pizza and hoagies does wonders for the middle level student at lunch time.  Because 
of short seventh grade lunch periods, I met with seventh grade participants after 
school for the first three days of training. The final two-hour session, which combined 
all sixth and seventh grade students, was held after school on an early dismissal day.   
 Students were happy to have learned about being safe online and asked many 
questions to help them dispel myths and understand real dangers. I was connected to 
student thoughts not only through in-training comments, but also through their 
training session handbook.  Each night, I collected this handbook to stay in touch with 
student thoughts and to make sure the training objectives were being met.  
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After students chose pennames and passwords, they showed me how easily 
they could adapt to using an online bulletin board.  By the final day of training, 
students could get to our website, post a well-organized message, and begin a 
conversation in the OWC environment without support.  Students carried this training 
over when accessing the OWC from home.  Once training ended, I did not have one 
phone call or email from a student who “forgot” how to access or maneuver in the 
OWC environment.   
Before I share a training activity which may have foreshadowed OWC 
groups’ eventual participation, I must mention that participation in the face-to-face 
classroom setting may not be a predictor of student participation online.  Teresa 
Morretta, the sixth grade language arts’ teacher, was not sure if groups should be 
reassigned based on her prediction that two of the groups (which became Mama’s 
Potatoes, and the Pink Panthers) might produce awesome amounts of discourse and 
the other two would not.  Before I comment further, let me tell you that I respect 
Morretta’s opinions as if they were gold. She is, without a doubt, the best middle 
level writing teacher I have seen.  She puts research into practice and is an excellent 
model of an effective writing instructor.  That being said, Morretta’s prediction of 
participation, based on the students’ participation in her face-to-face class was off-
base.  The two groups expected to produce awesome board discourse turned out to be 
the “middle of the road” groups.  The other two showed a sharp contrast;  Out of 634 
OWC posts, one group, the Purple Monkey Dishwashers posted 73 times and the 
other, the Angry Penguins, posted 297 times.   
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Now, back to training.  In addition to revealing students’ ease with the OWC, 
training may have foreshadowed group working relationships.   In my field notes I 
found, “I told the students the groups they were in today. I was surprised that only 
one student shared dissatisfaction with her group placement...She actually was 
sobbing.  She felt that her group was filled with ‘popular kids’ who would make her 
feel alienated.  After making sure I wouldn’t cause an imbalance in another group, I 
moved her best friend into this group with her.  She was thrilled.”  This student 
became a Low Level Participant.  In addition, her group, the Purple Monkey 
Dishwashers, was the lowest participating group of the OWC with only 73 total posts 
made. Having a great amount of ‘popular kids’ may have left students feeling 
intimidated and unable to share their work and talk openly.  This group may have 
been “ruled” by social intimidation.   
With this thought in mind, one “name choosing” activity might have enabled 
me to predict the highest and lowest participating groups.  During training, all groups 
were given five minutes to decide on a group name.  One student in the Purple 
Monkey Dishwashers picked a name, and all members nodded in agreement.  This 
was not the case for the Angry Penguins, the group that wound up with 297 OWC 
posts.  After five minutes, this group had not come up with a name.  They were 
having friendly banter about it.  They were calling me over to help them decide which 
name to use.  My training field notes included, “I suggested some combinations of 
names to help them compromise.  They still spent another five minutes chatting over 
their group name.  Thank goodness they came up with one.”  
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Feelings of comfort and discomfort with group members may have been 
shown with this activity.  Arriving too quickly at a decision may have represented 
control by one or a few group members.  The opposite could have shown comfort or 
equality of members, allowing them the opportunity to have “healthy tension” which 
translated into rich dialogue on the OWC.  Interestingly, this “name tug-of-war,” 
mimicked their OWC board talk.    
What did happen in the OWC board that may not have been represented by the 
findings already presented?  I share my insights about the OWC next. 
4.5.2.4  My Insights from the OWC  
I have already shared that the Angry Penguins had the highest participation and 
accounted for almost half of all OWC posts.  In addition, the Purple Monkey 
Dishwashers was the lowest participating group.  I don’t think that knowing these 
numbers alone lets one “take a peak” at these groups and their interactions.  That is 
the purpose of this section. 
The Purple Monkey Dishwashers’ average message string (number of messages 
in a given conversation) was 3.75.  An example of this would be a conversation that 
was started, followed by two or three responses. The Purple Monkey Dishwashers 
(PMD) had 24 board conversations in their OWC forum.  Only six of these were 
posted by student participants.  Though not great for “community-building,” I was the 
driving force behind this group.  I am not sure if the “chicken or the egg,” if my 
“abundant participation or their lack of” came first.  In my mind, I was trying to drum 
up participation by talking and trying to connect.  Regardless, there was an ineffective 
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balance of student to guide posts made to this group.  Only one student in this group 
became a High Level Participant (HLP).   
When I narrow in on the posts that were made, I see that almost all PMD 
students were “acting” out training lessons by addressing the group in some of their 
posts;  It was obvious that they did not “feel” connected to group members.  Most 
Purple Monkey Dishwashers’ posts, like the one in Figure 29, did not include 
affective, interactive or cohesive qualities.  Their posts lacked humor and warmth. 
After a while, this rubbed off on me.  I found myself revising my postings to this 
group by adding comments that showed more excitement, more feeling—qualities 
that for me, are typically natural.    
 
Slicktick (Slicktick)  Friday, November 22, 2002 - 11:35 am  
  
THE AMERICAN EAGLE  
The American eagle  
Holds its head held high  
911 struck  
The eagle’s head was still high  
The American eagle shall never die  
 
This is my poem that i would like some fedback on.  
I sent it out to get published in a contest.  
Thanks slick  
Figure 29.  Purple Monkey Dishwashers Student Post Sample  
 
From working with this group, I am reminded of the importance of social 
presence in building community in an online learning situation.  When learners feel 
connected, they show it in their text-based talk.  They include feelings, exclamation 
marks, group awareness (e.g. Hi guys!) phrases, and informal greetings.  I recognized 
that the goal of interaction in an online writing conference should be to produce what 
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Christian (1997) calls “talking writing.” This is writing that sounds like dialogue, 
often includes direct questions or answers, often asks for elaboration or clarification, 
builds a conversation on previous talking writing, and frequently contains slang, 
humor, and a sense of playfulness (p. 64).   
Unfortunately, being an online guide in a low participating group left me with 
little opportunity to build a group connection with participants.  I said things to 
connect with students such as, “I hope your weekend was great! I also hope you got a 
chance to cheer for the Miami Hurricanes. Fiesta bowl here we come!” or “I am sure 
that many of you are getting ready for Christmas. I would bet that all of you are 
excited to have a little break from your usual routines.”  Looking back, I probably 
should have tried making off- topic posts that encouraged socialization.  This might 
have encouraged the students to interact again, and then we could have gotten back 
on task.   However, most Purple Monkey Dishwashers were either not reading the 
posts or not responding by choice.  Students asserted that they were not accessing the 
board to view the posts made.   
As a face-to-face teacher, I could comment when Johnny got a new pair of red 
sneakers, Maria had a haircut or Beth returned from Jamaica with a tan.  I knew that 
this decreased student to teacher distance with teacher immediacy behaviors.  Had I 
not been worried about students feeling coerced into participating, I would have 
visited the school to talk to the students or made personal contacts to stay in touch 
and keep the connection going.  
Now, whatever I just said about the Purple Monkey Dishwashers...think the 
opposite.  That will help develop a picture of what it was like in the Angry Penguins’ 
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group.  I saw a level of consistent engagement with this group that was not there with 
any of the others.  Out of the 47 conversations started in this group, 30 of them were 
created by student participants.  They had an average of  7.15 posts in a conversation.   
I saw these students taking an active role in their own learning.  They were helping to 
guide the board, rather than just be participants.  Every week, they posted or reposted 
writing for feedback.  They began conversations to get help with in-school learning; 
they began conversations to test out the role of “board moderator.”   
This was clearly represented in Week Nine of the board when one student 
decided to create a conversation to serve as a poetry “help” area.  He asked us to 
“post here” if we wanted lessons or advice related to poetry.  That conversation was 
the longest one in the entire OWC.  That string even forced me to create a new 
“Multipurpose” category for board posts.   In individual posts, these students were 
starting to act like jugglers, able to keep many balls (conversation topics) going at one 
time.   
Three Angry Penguins’ members used the board almost daily.  Five of the 
seven Angry Penguins became High Level Participants.  A look at their posts shows 
all the qualities of social presence.  These students were happy to be a part of the 
OWC, and it was obvious as shown in the sample student post in Figure 30.    
Excitement towards the OWC and towards learning was mutual.  I could not 
get enough of this group.  Its members inspired me to look for sources to publish my 
work.  They inspired me to read more.  And, when many of this students began 
talking about their poetry and posting it, they inspired me to write.   
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Giggles45 
(Giggles45)  
Wednesday, January 22, 2003 - 08:44 pm  
 
howdy ya'll!  
 
in la we had to write a poem about looking in the mirror and 
seeing ourselfs. this is the poem i came up with. i am asking 
for HONEST feedback.  
 
ME  
by: u no who  
 
two blue eyes  
one long nose  
one pink toung  
who's that?  
who knows?  
crazy  
spunky  
bright  
and kind  
who's that  
staring right back.  
i take one look....  
what do you know!  
its me!  
its me!  
who else could it be?  
 
any advise?  
 
giggles  
Figure 30.  Angry Penguins’ Student Post Sample 
 
 From interviews with the students, I know that the same happened for them.  
They were more excited about writing and publishing.  They felt added learning 
benefits.  This was represented in some of student interview responses about the 
OWC.  Angry Penguins’ participants shared: 
· “I think it was a good experience because...you’ve heard this many 
times, it’s gotten me more confident.  And, um, I think I’ve improved 
from that because of like helping all the other people with their stories 
    219 
and them helping me. I sent my poem out to be published, and I got 
it!”   
·  “It helped me a lot with my writing...It was well worth it and it was 
enjoyable. I really liked writing and sharing it with my group.”  
· “I thought it was a really good idea because...it’s like a second view 
from the reader’s point of view, and it gave me really good ideas...I 
got good reviews and it helped me get better grades and things.”   
· “Before I posted, I would look at what they said so I could like  
see things that I didn't notice.  It helped me be more observant. It also 
helped me learn what kind of feedback I can give.”   
I must digress in order to make sure that a complete picture of board discourse is 
presented.  People often criticize the level of informality seen with the use of 
computer mediated communications.  One parent even said, “It’s an intriguing idea 
[the OWC], particularly for people who have IM [instant messaging];  Maybe they’ll 
start writing complete sentences.”  One glance at OWC posts, and it is obvious that 
this was not the case.  Posts contained spelling errors and grammar mistakes.  Though 
my posts represented the use of the conventions of proper English, I knew from the 
work of Britton (1972) that students’ “writing to think” behaviors often develop like 
their speech. Instead of being frustrated by spelling and grammar mistakes in student 
posts,  I found myself fortunate that the word “like” did not dominate the board. 
  I did not intervene to make student posts more “correct.”  I felt like this wasn’t 
“my” board to direct.  It was “our” board.  We gave feedback when asked; we 
reflected on writing when prompted; and we wrote with the conventions that we were 
    220 
comfortable with.  I also did not want to frustrate students who a) did not type well 
enough to easily make corrections and b) already were making their points clear to 
the other members of the board.  I was not interested in alienating students by making 
them feel “judged” or graded.  I would assume that over time, seeing more models of 
proper English would have changed the conventions used in student posts.  However, 
in the short, ten-week time frame this did not occur.  A look at the student post in 
Figure 31 might help those see how necessary it is to allow student writers to post 
their words, their way. This post shows how powerful student writing can be even 
when cased in a grammatically incorrect frame of informal discourse.   
 
Softballqueen 
(Softballqueen)  
Wednesday, January 29, 2003 - 09:38 pm  
  
pleez try to help me w/ this poem. i did it in 
school>  
Leaf  
Glowing green  
Springtime dream  
Anouncing spring  
with its bold colors  
Now  
It lies  
Crippled  
On the damp ground  
Twirling  
A firey, fall tornado  
 
thanks,  
SQ  
Figure 31.  Sample Student Post Lacking Proper Conventions   
 
In addition to the portrait already presented, I must also share my thoughts about 
the role the OWC played for me, the participant observer, the board moderator, the 
researcher, the teacher.  This is shared next.   
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4.5.2.5  My Unexpected Professional Development 
 The impact the OWC had on its student participants has been addressed 
throughout this entire chapter.  Therefore, I wanted to share the impact the OWC had 
on me. 
To begin, the text-based environment of the OWC acted as a mirror.  I have 
had many professional development experiences, but having my words recorded for 
my own reflection was so powerful.  It allowed me to compare “what I was thought I 
was” to “what I was” and make adjustments.   
One example of this is how my feedback was impacted.   When I saw my 
feedback compared to those of other students, who gave comments like, “That's just a 
suggestion. Go with whatever you think is best,” I realized that this was an area as a 
teacher that I could work on.  I realized that my words would help them reflect on 
aspects of their writing and make them feel positive about an aspect of their writing 
piece, but would not necessarily give them the confidence to make changes. I saw I 
needed to share comments to communicate to students that their decisions will be 
valuable.  
I think as teachers, we often “chalk up” students lack of next draft changes to 
be related to their level of development; students may be too self-centered to make a 
change for a reader. While this can be true, students may also need outside 
confidence.   From seeing the OWC mirror, I was able to immediately make this 
change to the feedback I offered. 
I also learned from students’ reactions.  The students had positive impressions 
about my feedback.  One student shared, “I think you probably gave the best feedback 
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out of everyone, because I could tell that you were really being honest with it. And, I 
liked how you asked questions, like, What did you mean by this? and What were you 
feeling when you said this?  That helped me a lot.”   
Though I did not “write a book,” I certainly had feedback that was longer than 
most students.  Though I thought this feedback was all important, I wanted to make 
sure it did not overwhelm student writers. None of the students made mention of this 
on the board.  Instead, they shared messages of thanks. When I asked if I gave too 
much feedback, one student shared, “No, I think you shared what you should have, 
because I don't think you should have taken anything out because that was what 
you...because everything that you said was really what you wanted, what you thought 
should make it better.” 
I also learned how students “saw me” as a member of the OWC.  Often times 
during interviews students made comments like “I liked yours better than the other 
students” showing that they considered me as anothe r member, rather than a teacher 
in the group. To keep this teacher role subtle, modeling is key in reinforcing positive 
behaviors and teaching new ones (Miller, 1983).  I used this technique to make my 
own revisions and share lessons.  Students were impacted by the behaviors I modeled 
on the board.  One student commented, “Well you posted like poems.  I remember 
this one you wrote about like ....like it was like your daughter in the bath or 
something.  And like you told us to like, like revise it for you or something.  And, I 
learned that like ...like that you like weren't like afraid of us to like review your stuff 
and, like that it was like ok to give honest opinions and stuff.” 
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With the exception of a few High Level Participants, ten weeks was too short 
of a period to see consistent areas of need in these students’ writing.   This is because 
students posted what they wanted, when they wanted to.  At first I was frustrated by 
this because I did not want the conference to be an interaction to “fix” writing.  
However, I was reminded that supporting the writing piece through conference 
dialogue is a means to changing the writer.   
More powerful than the lessons I have learned from the findings, are the 
implications that these findings have for the fields of writing instruction and online 
learning.  These implications and suggestions for future research are included in the 
discussion in Chapter 5.   
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CHAPTER 5:  DISCUSSION OF IMPLICATIONS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR 
FUTURE RESEARCH  
 
 
5.1  Overview  
 This study was developed in order to explore the impact of an online writing 
conference on participants’ behaviors, attitudes and discourse.  There has been little 
research that incorporated the use of computer mediated communications for 
conferences about middle level student writing (Robins & Fischer, 1996;  Stivers, 
1996;  Schosnagle Cowden, 1997;  Yocum, 1999).  In most of the existing studies in 
this area, (Stivers, 1996;  Schnosnagle Cowden, 1997) students were accessing 
support from school.  However, according to the UCLA Internet Report—Year Three 
(Ledo, 2003), 84.7% of child users are accessing the Internet from home, rather than 
from school (73.3%). There are very few studies incorporating home access or 
examining the impact of online writing conference environments on students’ 
behaviors, attitudes, and discourse.  This study helped to address this need.  
Home access and the use of the OWC helped to reach student writers 
throughout the writing process.  After the ten week Online Writing Conference, 
findings suggest that there were changes in the participants as writers.  1) Student 
behaviors were impacted:  High Level Participants sought out content-related support, 
applied the writing process differently, and changed their feedback and writing, based 
on the text-based models they saw in the OWC.  2) Student attitudes were impacted:  
Almost all students felt positively about the online environment for writing, and felt 
more comfortable conferencing online than face-to-face;  High Level Participants 
maintained positive attitudes towards writing.  Low Level Participants had decreased 
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positive attitudes towards writing.  3) Student discourse was examined:  Though 
heavily centered on writing “content,” OWC discourse represented all domains of 
effective writing; weekly fluctuations in domain-based discourse were often driven by 
Welcome & Reflect questions.  What implications do these findings result in?   
5.2  Implications 
These findings and others led to implications that might be significant to 
middle level educators, researchers, the Pennsylvania Department of Education (as 
supporters of the five domains of effective writing), parents of middle level students 
and even students themselves.  Implications of findings are grouped into two impact 
areas related to a) writing instruction and b) online instruction.   
5.2.1  Implications Related to Writing Instruction 
 Findings from this study resulted in six implications related to the 
improvement of writing instruction: 
· Students need to think of writing as omnipresent in the life of a 
learner; 
· Students need to be given more time to complete their writing 
assignments;   
· Students need text-based mini- lessons;   
· Students need a support “outlet” for writing outside the classroom 
while experiencing writing growth and development;  
· Students need conferences with the “reader,” not the teacher, peer or 
parent. 
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Each of these implications is addressed individually with the hopes of impacting 
current practice in writing instruction. 
5.2.1.1  Implication:  Students Need to Think of Writing as Omnipresent in 
                    the Life of a Learner 
 
The middle level student participants mostly used the Online Writing 
Conference on Mondays through Thursdays. In addition, students mostly used the 
board to “Give Feedback” and “Get Feedback” for school writing assignments.  
These two findings along with interview data imply that students view writing as a 
school-related skill.  Supporting this implication is the finding that participants were 
less likely to write when they were not in school such as over weekends or during 
breaks.   
However, professional writers immerse themselves in writing—they do not 
simply write or think about writing on “school days.”  They do not shut off writing 
ideas at 3pm and restart them at 8am.  Though not all of our students need to write 
professionally, they can still benefit from a different view of writing.  Donald Graves 
(2001) asserted, “Unless students can think about their writing on a daily basis, they 
do not gain proficiency, think about writing when they are not writing, or get enough 
repetition in basic skills to grow as writers (Tips for the Teaching of Writing section, 
¶ 2).   
Current writing instruction practices may be to blame.  One look at the 
Reading and Language Arts section of the U.S. Department of Education’s Website 
shows how writing instruction is often substandard to reading instruction.  Many 
initiatives such as Reading First, and Ready to Read, Ready to Learn have been 
created to help learners think of reading as an activity that is important to lifelong 
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learning.  However, other than one page titled, Write On! in a government-created 
parent handbook, Helping Your Child Become a Reader, there is no mention of 
writing.  Parents and teachers are not encouraged to write with children and help them 
see the many purposes and places for writing.  Students need to see that writing can 
help create information, communicate stories, and digest new learning.  With a focus 
solely on reading, we are doing part of the job in helping students see that writing is 
omnipresent in the life of a learner.  
A major paradigm shift about writing instruction is needed if students will 
become effective writers who process the world and their thoughts through their 
words beyond school writing assignments, beyond school days.  More research is 
needed to find out how teacher and parent initiatives can help students think about 
writing beyond school.   
However, what occurs during in school writing instruction may also need to 
change.  For starters, students need more time to complete their writing assignments.  
This implication is discussed next.   
5.2.1.2  Implication: Students Need More Time to Complete Writing  
            Assignments 
Some students posted “Get Feedback” messages in the OWC to share finished 
writing pieces.  However, most often, when students posted writing to “Get 
Feedback” they were in the process of writing.  When asked why they did not attempt 
to get more feedback on the board, many students shared that they often had little 
time to prepare school writing assignments for their teachers.  When asked, some 
participants shared that at times they were given one day or a few days to submit a 
piece of writing that was expected to be taken through the writing process.  This is 
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unfortunate, not only for participation in the OWC, but also for middle level student 
writers.   
Middle level students are at a higher level of cognitive development than their 
elementary counterparts (Piaget, 1952).  They are also more developmentally ready to 
apply revision behaviors (Fitzgerald, 1987).  Fletcher & Portalupi (1998) express that 
this is an “unfortunate paradox; just at the point when students are able to try more 
challenging strategies in their writing, the teacher suddenly has less time to devote to 
writing workshop” (p. 75).   
Though teachers are often faced with overloaded curricula and 45 minute class 
periods, classroom structure must change. Time is an important factor in successfully 
applying the writing process.  Fletcher (1993) suggests that teachers must “...structure 
...workshop[s] to incorporate the reality that not all students will be finishing at the 
same time” (p. 27).  This flexibility is needed to give middle level students time to 
reflect on and problem-solve with their writing.   
In addition to providing this time to impact these middle level students as writers, 
student responses suggest that more time to complete assignments could lead to 
increased participation or getting feedback behaviors in online writing conference 
environments.  Additional research is needed to find out if this increased time does 
lead to additional applications of the writing process and of “Get Feedback” requests 
both online and off.  In addition to needing more time to write, students might also 
benefit from text-based “mini- lessons.”  
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5.2.1.3   Implication:  Students Need Text-Based Mini-Lessons 
 In middle level writing classrooms, the face-to-face “mini- lesson” (Calkins, 
1986) is often used to support the needs of student writers.  Mini- lessons can teach 
students writing techniques and encourage students to identify topics that they would 
like to write about.  Mini- lessons help students and teachers to share “personal 
knowledge or writing,” and “help create a communal frame of reference” (Atwell, 
1987, p. 78). How does this relate to the Online Writing Conference? 
Findings from this study indicate that students were able to return to the text-
based models of writing, writing feedback, and weekly reflection responses for 
continued learning.  Students expressed changed understanding and writing behaviors 
as a result of visiting and revisiting these models, questions, and answers in the 
OWC. This could imply that in addition to face-to-face mini- lessons, text-based mini-
lessons might also be of benefit in the middle level classroom.   
In the OWC, text-based mini- lessons through writing support and instruction 
were provided in many direct and indirect manners.  One indirect form of support was 
through the inclusion of the text-based writing and writing feedback of others. 
Students reported that they often returned to this text while writing.  They shared that 
the use of the examples of writing and writing feedback facilitated their ability to 
diagnose and correct writing problems.  “The need to help students know how to read 
their own work and the work of their classmates provides further teaching and 
demonstration opportunities” (Graves, 1994, p. 108).   
Scardamalia and Bereiter (1985) developed the Compare/Diagnose/Operate 
(CDO) Model in which students used researcher-created comparisons to check their 
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own writing for difficulties.  The concept behind this model, that students need to see 
what problems “look like” before they can find them in their own writing, might have 
been brought to life in the OWC.  Students were able to use the text-based writing 
and the writing feedback of others as a heuristic, as a guide for diagnosing problems 
in their own writing.   
Students also looked back to the writing of others to help them solve these 
problems.  They used comparison to a) find qualities of another’s writing that they 
would like to emulate or b) find ways to solve problems in their own writing.  This 
ability to not only “diagnose” but also “operate” on writing problems often separates 
inexperienced writers from experienced ones, again implying that text-based mini-
lessons may provide benefits to the student writer.   
Though indirect “mini- lessons” from models of writing and writing feedback 
were provided in the OWC, direct “mini- lesson” instruction was also offered through 
the use of text-based weekly Welcome & Reflect messages.  These messages 
provided prompts for student writers to provide written responses.   W & R messages 
posted by the researcher often directed the domain-based board discourse through 
“Writing to Think” activity (Britton, 1972).  During exit interviews student 
participants shared stories of how they revisited these text-based prompts and student 
responses.  They also indicated what lessons were learned from these W & R posts.  
Speaking in the context of writing, Donald Graves (1984) noted, “Children 
grow because they become aware of what they are doing...” (p. 129).  Since in this 
study, these implications are derived from students’ perceptions of how they had 
changed as writers, future research can attempt to observe writing behaviors of 
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students who view peer and teacher writing and writing feedback.  Future research 
could also track changes in student feedback. Studies are needed to better understand 
how the addition of text-based mini- lessons can impact the growth of middle level 
student writers.  This writing growth might also need to be fostered by a support 
outlet for writing, as discussed next.   
5.2.1.4  Implication:   Students Need a “Support Outlet” for Writing  
 
One finding indicated that from pre to post OWC, students who were Low 
Level Participants reported less frequent “In School” writing behaviors and decreased 
positive attitudes towards writing.  However, High Level Participants maintained 
their frequency of In School writing behaviors and positive attitudes towards writing. 
This could imply that the online support outlet may have helped middle level students 
face change with comfort 1) by discouraging writing “avoidance” behaviors, and 2) 
by providing resistance to less positive attitudes towards writing.   
 Most students already have support outlets for writing in school (teachers and 
peers) and at home (parents and siblings).   However, when asked how they felt about 
the online environment for writing conferences, 55.6% of student responses included 
feelings of “comfort.”  Students felt less embarrassed to give and get honest feedback 
in the online environment.  This suggests that the “support outlets” for writing can 
remain the same in school (teachers and peers) and at home (parents and siblings);  
however, the modes of support might need to be examined.  Online support outlets for 
writing should be considered.  This might be true especially while the students are 
writing at home since participants accessed the OWC the most from 5pm-9pm.  More 
research is needed to explore the effects on the behaviors and attitudes of middle level 
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writers with access to online support outlets for writing.  If online support outlets are 
not possible, teachers need to find ways to make writing conferences more 
comfortable for middle level student writers. Some ideas suggesting this are discussed 
in the next section.   
5.2.1.5  Implication:  Students Need Conferences with the Reader 
  Face-to-face writing conferences were related to middle level students’ social 
worlds.  Students told stories of how, in face-to-face environments, they were nervous 
that others would scoff at the writing feedback they offered.  They did not want others 
to feel “hurt” by or “mad” at the writing support they gave.  “Adolescents see 
themselves and others through new, critical eyes.  They measure themselves against 
the way they think they should be, and they seldom measure up...” (Atwell, 1987, p. 
30).  Participants in this study supported Atwell’s ideas and shared that they were 
uncomfortable conferencing about their writing with people they did not know.  They 
did not want these people to think they were “bad writers.”  This shows that face-to-
face writing conferences were at a personal and social nature for the middle level 
participants.   
This indicates a fundamental problem with the way writing conferences were 
perceived by these middle level students in face-to-face environments.  Students did 
not show an understanding that the writing conference was about their writing and 
ways that it came across to readers.   Being consumed by social growth, middle level 
students need to be able to interact with texts as readers.  Ralph Fletcher (1993) 
explains,  “...first you have to receive it [student writing] as a reader.  If you want to 
affect a student, it’s important to first let that student see his writing” (p. 50). 
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Teachers, parents, and peers must also respond to writing as readers.   McCarthy 
(1994) found conferences ineffective when conferences were driven by a teacher’s 
idea of good writing, rather than a reader’s reaction to a writing piece.    
Online, students were able to shed embarrassment and personal and social 
discomforts to give and get honest feedback in the online writing conference 
environment.   Students were able to respond to texts as readers instead of as friends, 
unpopular kids, or teachers’ pets.  As found in other online writing conference 
studies, students became more reader focused (Cohen & Riel, 1989;  Schnosnagle 
Cowden, 1997). This implies that the online environment can serve to help students 
see writing conferences as reader-based responses, rather than as personal or social 
activities.  More explorations are needed to find out how teachers who do not use an 
online writing conference environment can reduce the social, personal embarrassment 
felt by middle level writers during face-to-face conferences. If middle level teachers 
do explore the use of the Online Writing Conference they might also consider the 
implications regarding online instruction from this study’s findings. 
5.2.2  Implications Related to Online Instruction 
 Before incorporating online instruction into regular education, educators and 
educational decision makers must consider lessons learned from research projects 
involving online instruction.  Findings from this study resulted in six implications 
related to online instruction:   
· Students need typing instruction;   
· Students need Internet safety training;  
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· Students need suggested schedules for online participation;  
· Students need special techniques for effective online communication;  
· Parents need to be able to trust online learning coordinators and 
environments; 
· Professional development can be an unexpected outcome of online 
writing conferences.   
5.2.2.1   Implication:  Students Need Typing Instruction 
None of the student participants used word processing applications when 
drafting their writing.  In fact, almost all participants entered their work with a word 
processing application when they were ready to “publish” their writing.   This caused 
two problems:  1) Students posted less writing for feedback in the OWC (since 
writing needed to be typed to be shared on the board) and 2) Students did not get the 
benefits of using word processing applications when writing. 
Students had their own “hunt and peck” methods to type up writing.  This was 
time consuming, so students preferred to use pen and paper to draft their writing.  
However, pen and paper drafts were not able to be shared in the OWC.  Therefore, 
students posted summaries of writing ideas, drafts of short poems or stories, and 
published (or soon to be published) writing.  The posted summaries might have been 
beneficial, as students needed to consider their piece and express what they were 
trying to say.  However, typing ability should not dictate participation and feedback 
in online learning environments.  By the middle level, our students should be taught 
proper typing skills.   
    235 
Learning to type not only benefits participation in online writing conference 
environments, it also may benefit the writer.  With high access to word processing 
applications for composition, middle level students had higher level writing revisions 
(Fitch,1985), varied sentence structure (Philips, 1995), and increased writing quality 
in four domain areas (Owston, Murphy, and Wideman).   Most importantly, 
McKenzie (1991) shared that the word processor can serve as an idea processor for 
young writers.  This supports Britton’s (1972) theory that students write to think.  In 
sum, middle level writers should have access to word processing applications for 
writing.  In addition, they should have the typing skills they need for more efficient 
use of computer-based learning tools.  Good typing skills might make online learning 
environments easier to use.  Participation rates in online environments may be 
influenced by students’ level of typing ability; this should be explored further as 
access to the Internet steadily increases (Ledo, 2003).  In addition to being able to 
effectively type in text-based, online environments, students need to know how to 
protect themselves online.  A discussion of one way to address student safety in 
online environments is presented in the next section.    
5.2.2.2  Implication:  Students Need Internet Safety Training 
During this research, only six parents visited the OWC website; and most of 
them saw it in an “over the shoulder” inquiry.  If parental supervision is not abundant 
after consent is given, there is a need for Internet safety training for students.  None of 
the study participants received Internet safety training before the OWC’s training 
began.  With real online dangers such as exposure to inappropriate material, physical 
molestation, and harassment (Magid, 1998) training programs should be in place in 
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all schools and in all homes with Internet access. Exploration is needed in order to 
find out how safety training impacts student Internet behaviors.  These explorations 
could lead to effective programs to keep middle level students safe online.     
5.2.2.3  Implication:  Students Need Suggested Schedules for Participation  
But even if students are safe in their online learning environments, they must 
be able to access them regularly.  Middle level student schedules are mind boggling.  
They involve themselves in many activities.  All of these activities have a preplanned 
meeting schedule:  Baseball from 3:30-4:30 everyday, Ballet at 7:00 on Thursdays, 
Drama Club at 8:00am on Tuesdays.    Unlike these activities, the Online Writing 
Conference did not have a preset schedule for students to follow.  A few self-
motivated students used this environment almost daily and established their own 
routines.  However, Low Level Participants shared that they “forgot” to use the OWC 
environment for writing support.   
Typically, research and projects involving online learning environments and 
middle level students take place during school hours (Schnosnagle Cowden, 1997;  
Stivers, 1996;  Robbins & Fischer, 1996; Yocum, 1999).  In these situations, teachers 
develop student schedules for accessing the online environments based on curricular 
agendas and computer availability.  Access to online learning becomes part of the 
student’s school day as would any other learning activity. 
As seen with the OWC, when students are responsible for accessing the 
environment on their own or from home, they might need help to figure out how and 
when to access the online environment.  This is not to say that rigid schedules should 
be in place.  That would take away the nature of the flexibility of online learning 
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environments.  It might also make students more likely to use the board because they 
feel they have to, rather than when they feel they need to.  However, suggested 
routines could be used.  Suggested schedules might be beneficial since adolescents 
need “more responsibility for their own learning” (Atwell, 1987, p. 26).  With adult 
learners, Hill, Han, & Raven (2001) noted benefits of CSM messages, which 
indicated to the learners “what they Could be doing, what they Should be doing, and 
what they Must be doing” (p. 196).  Reminder notices and personalized emails were 
also effective.  These notices could be used with middle level students to follow up on 
how a student writing piece is progressing or to let students know that another group 
member needs their feedback.   
More research is needed to see if suggested schedules and reminder 
techniques are effective with middle level learners in online learning environments.   
5.2.2.4  Implication:   Students Need Special Techniques for Effective Online  
            Communication 
 
Once students can develop board participation behaviors, they must have 
knowledge of how to effectively communicate online.  During training, students were 
taught a) how to use skim and scan techniques to read messages; b) how to organize 
and title messages for easy communication; and c) how to differentiate between 
relevant and irrelevant board discourse.   
Findings from the Online Writing Conference showed that almost all board posts 
were related to writing or the use of the OWC.  However, messages that were not 
directly related to writing still served a purpose in the OWC.  Out of 634 total posts 
made in the OWC, only 11 of them (1.4%) were for Socialization.  These social posts 
were efforts by High Level Participants to connect with other participants.  In 
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addition, affective, interactive or cohesive post qualities, which express feelings, 
address others, refer to the group, or contain phatics or salutations, were recognized 
most often in the posts of High Level Participants.   It was these High Level 
Participants who helped to build the community of the OWC. 
Since social presence in online discourse is needed for effective communities to 
form (Richardson & Swan, 2003;  Rourke, Anderson, Garrison & Archer, 2001), 
training could help middle level students build an understanding of this.  Perhaps in 
addition to showing students the difference between relevant and irrelevant 
comments, they need to be shown when and how socialization or social comments 
can be effective in forming or maintaining learning groups.   More research is needed 
to better understand the impact of training in socialization and social comments on 
online social presence and community formation with middle level students.  
But what about parents?  Since parents an integral part of students’ learning, the 
next section (5.2.2-e) addresses what they might need to support for their child’s 
involvement in online learning situations.  
5.2.2.5  Implication:  Parents Need to Be Able to Trust Online Learning  
            Coordinators and Environments  
 
Parents need to be able to trust online learning coordinators and environments.  
Due to feeling leery about the Internet or their child working with an unknown adult, 
20% of participants’ parents shared they would not have let their child participate in 
the OWC if they did not know the coordinator.  All parents were asked what they 
would need to feel comfortable with an online learning environment or an online 
writing conference if an unknown coordinator did form the project.  Two responses 
surfaced:  a) school backing, and b) detailed coordinator information.  
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This implies that initial comfort with the coordinator enables parents to grant 
permission for their child’s participation in online learning situations. 
However, parents also need to trust the online learning environment.  Before the 
OWC began, parents were sent pamphlets from the Center for Missing and Exploited 
Children to educate them about the online safety issues facing their children.  
Coordinators need to take extra time to help parents understand online safety issues 
and explain how they will be addressed in the online learning environment.    
This is especially important with middle level students.  During middle level 
years, parents do not often monitor their children closely (Fine & Sandstrom, 1988).  
Once the Online Writing Conference began only six parents visited the Online 
Writing Conference.  This implies that parents might need encouragement to 
periodically check the learning environment to make sure that it stays safe for their 
middle level child. 
A safe online learning environment benefits parents and middle level students.  
However, what benefits can this online learning environment, specifically the Online 
Writing Conference bring to its coordinator?   
5.2.2.6  Implication:   Unexpected Professional Development Can Occur 
The Online Writing Conference was developed with the needs of middle level 
student writers in mind.  However, the researcher realized unexpected learning.  The 
OWC was a medium for professional development.  Often times, the collaborative 
nature of the online environment is cited in relationship to teacher development 
(McGee, 1998).  However, in this case, the text-based communications served as a 
mirror for the researcher. This archived “mirror” brought about much reflection and 
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resulted in professional development and change.   After reviewing recorded 
discourse, the researcher was able to recognize areas for improvement; she altered her 
writing feedback and reflection prompts as a result.   
Reflectiveness is often a condition that facilitates teacher professional 
development (Fosnot, 1996;  Fullan, 1990;  Fullan & Stiegelbauer, 1991).  However, 
it is not clear if this “reflectiveness” was a) inherent in the researcher, b) encouraged 
by the nature of the asynchronous, online bulletin board used in this research study, or 
c) both.  Therefore, more research is needed to investigate if and how online writing 
conferences or online learning environments can impact professional development 
and teacher practice.   
5.3  Summary  
In sum, implications of this study’s findings could impact writing instruction and 
online instruction.  Implications that related to writing instruction suggest that 
students could benefit from a) a view of writing as more than a school-related activity 
as students mostly used the board for writing assignments on Mondays through 
Thursdays; b) more time to work on their writing assignments since “Get Feedback” 
requests were sometimes hindered by next-day writing assignment deadlines; c) text-
based mini- lessons since students reported an increased ability to diagnose problems 
in their writing and develop writing ideas as a result of text-based discourse, and d) an 
online support outlet for writing as Low Level participants had decreased positive 
attitudes towards writing and less frequent “In School” writing behaviors post-OWC.  
Moreover, students may need e) writing conferences from the perspective of the 
“readers” to make the discussion about writing less personal or social in nature. These 
    241 
assertions are based on the findings from this research project, therefore, the 
researcher called for further research in these areas.   
Additional research was also suggested in order to explore the implications of 
this study that related to online instruction.  Findings implied that in order for 
successful online learning to occur students may need a) typing instruction to increase 
online participation and benefit from the computer’s power to serve as an idea 
processor;  b) training in Internet safety so students who are not closely monitored by 
parents can appropriately react to inappropriate materials and harassment in the 
online environment;  and c) suggested participation schedules in order to help 
students, who do not self-monitor, to remember to engage in online learning.   In 
addition, d) special techniques for effective communication in the online environment 
should be taught; their impact needs to be further investigated.  In order to become a 
part of an online learning environment or an online writing conference, parents may 
need e) comfort and trust with the coordinator and the online environment as 
suggested in the parent exit interview responses from this research.   
Finally, the researcher’s experience in the OWC implies that unexpected 
professional development can occur for the online guide. 
5.4  Final Thoughts 
Future research should examine the discussed implications more closely.  In 
addition, online writing conferences should be examined under different conditions:  
with different sized conference groups (perhaps one large group in addition to the 
smaller groups), with different middle level populations (in urban settings, other 
suburban populations), with online writing conferences lasting longer than ten weeks 
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(perhaps through an entire school year or across grade levels);  with different group 
compositions (perhaps more than one adult learner in each group, multi-aged groups, 
trained community members), and with varying connections to the in-school 
programs (perhaps directly connected to the classroom).    Case studies of High Level 
and Low Level Participants may also be useful to better understand differences 
between these student groups.   
In years past, the “digital divide” was likely to have held researchers back 
from investigating Online Writing Conferences with home-accessing students.  Not 
only does OWC home access research make sense for student writers to get support 
as they need it throughout the writing process (Murray, 1989), but it also understands 
the realization of increasing home Internet access.   According to the Connected to 
the Future:  A Report on Children’s Internet Use from the Corporation for Public 
Broadcasting (2003), 78% of children with telephone service live in homes with 
Internet access.  A new divide may arise as broadband access increases in wealthier 
families (Ledo, 2003). However, learning from past trends, we should not let divides 
halt research that will be timely as divides lessen. 
With possibilities to impact middle level student writers’ behaviors, attitudes, 
and discourse, online writing conferences should be a learning outlet more widely 
explored.   
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APPENDIX A:  Contact Letters  
 
 
 
September 20, 2002 
 
Dear Sixth and Seventh Grade Students and Parents: 
 
I hope you have enjoyed your summer and are ready for a new school year!  As you may 
recall, I was a teacher at Jenkintown Elementary from 1995-2001.  I am a doctoral student at 
the Drexel University School of Education, currently working on my dissertation to learn 
more about the behaviors, attitudes and discourse of middle level students participating in 
online writing conference groups.  Though students have opportunities to conference with 
their Language Arts teacher in school, online writing conferences provide opportunities to 
access support from home and outside of class time.  These online writing conference 
situations have not been thoroughly explored in current research.   I hope that you can help 
me better understand the online writing conference and its impact on middle level student 
writers. 
 
With the permission of Dr. Moskalski and the School Board, I would like to ask for your 
participation in my study.  For students, it involves a one-week, lunchtime training program 
and a ten-week online writing conference group.  Participants will complete two surveys, two 
questionnaires and two interviews during the eleven weeks.  Parents of the participants will 
need to complete two questionnaires and one telephone interview.  Students who choose to 
participate will receive the following benefits: 
· Free lunch during training sessions, survey, questionnaire and interview completion. 
· Free online writing support from the researcher (and other peers in the group). 
· Free training sessions on Internet Safety and the DISCUS electronic bulletin board 
software. 
· Stipend for complete participation ($5.00 gift certificate to Barnes and Noble after 
phase one, $7 gift certificate to the Hobby Shop after phase two, and $10 gift 
certificate to Zany Brainy after phase three. 
 
Consent is needed for student participation.  I will be sending home consent forms after 
meeting with the sixth and seventh graders to discuss the study.  In addition, I will present the 
project to parents at Open House on September 25th and September 30th .  Consent/permission 
and assent forms will be available at all presentations.  If you are interested in learning more 
about the study and cannot attend one of the sessions, feel free to email me at hzaz@aol.com 
or call me at 215-893-0424.  
 
I look forward to seeing you.  I hope to work with together during this research project! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Hallee Adelman 
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September 20, 2002 
 
Dear Eighth Grade Students and Parents: 
 
I hope you have enjoyed your summer and are ready for a new school year!  As you may 
recall, I was a teacher at Jenkintown Elementary from 1995-2001.  I am a doctoral student at 
the Drexel University School of Education, currently working on my dissertation to learn 
more about the behaviors, attitudes and discourse of middle level students participating in 
online writing conference groups.  Though students have opportunities to conference with 
their Language Arts teacher in school, online writing conferences provide opportunities to 
access support from home and outside of class time.  These online writing conference 
situations have not been thoroughly explored in current research.   I hope that you can help 
me better understand the online writing conference and its impact on middle level student 
writers. 
 
With the permission of Dr. Moskalski and the School Board, I would like to ask for your 
participation in my preliminary data collection.  There are two ways to become involved.  
One is for students to complete a 57 item questionnaire during their lunch period.  Free lunch 
will be provided for all students who respond to this questionnaire.  Their parents would 
complete a 37 item questionnaire at home.   
  
Five students are needed to help test training sessions and the online writing conference 
environment.  These students would participate in a one-week lunchtime training program 
and a two-week online writing conference group.  Participants will complete one 
questionnaire and two interviews during the three weeks. Parents of the participants will need 
to complete one questionnaire and one telephone interview.  Students who choose to 
participate will receive the following benefits: 
· Free lunch during activities held during lunch periods (e.g. training sessions, survey, 
questionnaire and interview completion). 
· Free online writing support from the researcher (and other peers in the group). 
· Free training sessions on Internet Safety and the DISCUS electronic bulletin board 
software. 
· Stipend for complete participation ($5.00 gift certificate to Barnes and Noble). 
 
Consent is needed for student participation.  I will be sending home consent/permission and 
assent forms after meeting with the eighth graders on September 30th  to discuss this data 
collection.  If you are interested in learning more about the project, feel free to email me at 
hzaz@aol.com or call me at 215-893-0424.  
 
I look forward to hearing from you.  I hope to work with together during this research 
project! 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Hallee Adelman 
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APPENDIX B:  Sample Consent/Permission and Assent Forms  
 
 
DREXEL UNIVERSITY 
CONSENT/PERMISSION TO TAKE PART IN A RESEARCH STUDY 
                                                                   
 
 
1.  Subject Name:_____________________________________ 
 
2.  Title of Research: Ethnography of Middle Level Online Writing Conference 
Groups:  Investigating Behaviors, Attitudes and Discourse.  
 
3.  Investigators’ Names:  Dr. Sheila Vaidya;   Hallee Adelman       
 
4.  Consenting for the Research Study:  This is a long and an important document.  If 
you sign it, you will be authorizing Drexel University and its researchers to perform 
research studies on you and your child.  You should take your time and carefully read 
it.  You can also take a copy of this consent form to discuss it with your family 
member, physician, attorney or any one else you would like before you sign it.  Do 
not sign it unless you are comfortable with you and your child participating in this 
study.   
 
5.  The Purpose of this Research 
You and your child are being asked to participate in a research study.  This research is 
being conducted as part of a Ph.D. dissertation requirement.  The purpose of the study 
is to understand and describe how student access to the online writing conference 
group impacts their writing behaviors, computer use, attitudes towards writing, 
attitudes towards computer use, participation in the online environment and dialogue.  
The findings will be used to provide insights to middle level educators about online 
writing conference groups that can be accessed throughout the writing process.  This 
information might also be of interest to other researchers, middle level students and 
parents, and the Pennsylvania Department of Education.  
 
Your child has been asked to volunteer to participate in this research study because 
he/she is a middle level student (aged 11-14).  Middle level students are more able 
than younger peers to think critically, to develop theories about writing techniques 
and to support each other in a social learning environment. There is a need to 
investigate middle level students accessing support throughout the writing process.  
This study will include approximately 15 middle level student participants.   You 
have been asked to volunteer to participate in this research study because you can 
observe behaviors and attitudes of your middle level student.  This study will include 
a parent or guardian of each middle level student participant. 
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Your child will need to have regular access to the Internet (from home and/or from 
school) throughout this research study.   His/her participation may end if he/she does 
not attend the training sessions, if he/she does not attend the interview or 
questionnaire sessions, if he/she misuses the online conference environment 
(attempting to post messages containing foul language or content), or if he/she does 
not participate for three or more consecutive weeks in the online environment. Your 
participation may end if you do not complete the questionnaires and the interview 
discussed in section 4 below.  At any time during this study, you and your child may 
choose not to participate or to withdraw from the research study.     
 
6.  Procedures and Duration (see attached chart titled, Summary of Procedures) 
You understand that the following things will be done to your child and you.   
In November 2002, your child will complete the Writing Attitude Survey and the 
Student Questionnaire during a one-hour session with the researcher.  Your child will 
also participate in a five-hour training program (to be held during lunch periods or 
before/after school).  Your child will respond to a series of questions in an individual 
interview.  The interview will take approximately one hour.  Interviews will be held 
at a mutually convenient time for your child and the researcher.  You will be sent the 
Parent Questionnaire to complete.  This questionnaire will take approximately 30 
minutes to complete.    
 
Starting in December 2002, your child will participate in a 10-week Online Writing 
Conference with the researcher. Your child will be asked to post online messages 
requesting writing support and answering questions about writing techniques. 
Participant posts and log- ins will be observed by the researcher and by an 
independent reviewer. 
 
In March 2003, your child will again complete the Writing Attitude Survey and the 
Student Questionnaire during a one-hour session with the researcher.  Your child will 
participate in exit interviews with the researcher.   Each interview will last 
approximately one hour.  As parent or guardian, you will be asked to respond to a 
series of questions in an exit interview (via telephone or in-person).  Your interview 
will last approximately 25 minutes.  You will also need to complete the Parent 
Questionnaire.    
 
Interviews will be audio-taped.  The audio-tapes will be destroyed following data 
analysis.  Student survey/questionnaire completion, training, and interviews will be 
held during school lunch periods or before/after school. 
 
 
7.  Risks and Discomforts/Constraints 
As a result of your child sharing work and thoughts online with other middle level 
students, your child may experience feelings of discomfort. Every effort will be made 
to make your child feel comfortable and proud of his/her accomplishments and 
disappointments.  Your child’s writing ability will not be judged in the research 
report.  The researcher will address your child with respect.  The researcher will also 
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moderate the online discussion board to ensure that student-to-student dialogue is 
appropriate.  Training will include information to help your child avoid using 
“FLAMES,” online messages meant to hurt or embarrass another person.   If desired, 
the investigator will assist your child with setting up an appointment to meet with a 
counselor in the Jenkintown School District.  (There is no charge for this service.) 
 
Changes of daily routine may result, as your child will need time to access the online 
writing conference group for the 10-week period.  This might be a minor 
inconvenience.  Your child can access the online writing conference group at any 
time of day or night that is convenient for him/her and your family.     
 
A website is designed specifically for the Training Sessions and the Online Writing 
Conferences.  Your child may incorrectly enter the web address and be exposed to 
materials that are out of the researcher’s control.   However, your child will receive 
training on Internet safety.   You will also receive the web address so you can view 
the training materials. You and your child will also receive information pamphlets 
from the Federal Trade Commission and the National Center for Missing and 
Exploited Children to keep you abreast of Internet risks and precautions you can take.   
 
Someone who is not a part of the Online Writing Conference Group may accidentally 
arrive at the website. All identifying information (your child’s real name, real school 
name, etc.) will not be used on the website.  The researcher will serve as a board 
moderator, making sure posts are free of identifying information.  Passwords will be 
used when your child posts messages in the online environment to help ensure that 
individuals who are not members of the Online Writing Conference do not post to the 
board.   
 
Due to a desire to please teachers or parents, your child may feel intimidated to 
answer freely.  However, confidentiality will be maintained. A username will be 
selected by your child as a pen name, leaving your child’s real name off of the 
website. Passwords will be keyed in and selected by your child in order to keep 
his/her password as secure as possible.  Your child will be taught the importance of 
keeping his/her password private.  Collected data will be organized and stored in 
locked file cabinets.  Audio recordings (used to capture interviews) will be destroyed 
after data analysis is completed.  The participants’ names will be altered in all data 
reports to ensure privacy. 
 
 
8.  Benefits 
There may be no benefits to you or your child.  The writing support will be offered to 
all participants by the investigator and peers may or may not benefit your child.  
However, the findings from this study may enable the investigator to provide 
educators here and across the nation with information important to help select 
conferencing techniques and technologies for use with middle level students.  In 
addition, the Pennsylvania Department of Education might be interested in the areas 
(focus, content, organization, style and/or conventions) that the online writing 
conference groups’dialogue addresses. 
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9.  Alternative Procedures/Treatments 
There are no alternative procedures or treatments in this study.   
 
 
10.  Reasons for Removal From Study 
 
Your child may be required to stop the study before the end for any of the following 
reasons: 
 
a. Withdraw from Jenkintown School District. 
b. Failure to attend the training sessions. 
c. Failure to attend the interview or questionnaire sessions. 
d. Misuse of the online conference environment (attempting to post messages 
containing foul language or content). 
e. Lack of participation in the online writing conference groups for three or 
more consecutive weeks. 
 
You may be required to stop the study before the end for any of the following 
reasons: 
 
 a.  Child’s withdraw from Jenkintown School District. 
 b.  Child’s withdraw from the research study. 
 c.  Failure to complete the interview or questionnaires. 
 
 
11.  Voluntary Participation 
 
a. Participation in this study is voluntary, and you and your child can refuse 
to be in the study or stop at any time without the loss of care benefits to 
which you are entitled if you or your child suffers an injury as a result of 
this trial.  Any fee your child may be paid will be determined by the 
amount of time he/she spends in the study and, if you do not complete the 
study, the reason for leaving the study early. 
 
b. The researcher is responsible for all costs associated with this study.  
There will be no costs to participants. 
 
 
12.  Stipend/Reimbursement 
 
As a token of appreciation for your and your child’s complete participation in the 
study (two individual interviews, three questionnaires, a five-session training 
program, and a 10-week online writing conference group, one parent/guardian 
interview, and two parent/guardian questionnaires), your child will receive 
compensation.  Free lunch will be provided for all training and instrument completion 
sessions held during lunch periods.  Student participants will also be given a $5.00 
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gift certificate to Barnes and Noble after the first phase of data collection (one 
individual interview, two questionnaires, five-session training program, one parent 
questionnaire), a $7.00 gift certificate to the Hobby Shop after the second phase of 
data collection (10-week online writing conference group), and a $10.00 gift 
certificate to Zany Brainy after the third phase of data collection (one individual 
interview, one questionnaire, one parent/guardian interview, one parent/guardian 
questionnaire). Compensation will be distributed immediately following each 
completed phase.   
 
 
13.  In Case of Injury 
 
Treatment for Injury.  If you or your child has any questions or believe you or your 
child have been injured in any way by being in this research study, you should contact 
Dr. Sheila Vaidya in the School of Education at (215) 895-6770.  If you are injured 
by the research activity that is underlined in paragraph 6 above, we will reimburse 
you for the reasonable costs of medically necessary treatment that is not covered by 
your health insurance or plan.  This agreement to reimburse you does not include 
treatment for any injury that is not a result of the research activity.  No other 
payments will be made.  If you or your child are injured or have an adverse reaction, 
you should also contact the Office of Research Compliance at (215) 762-3453.   
 
 
14.  Confidentiality 
 
All data obtained in this study will be kept confidential.  In any publication or 
presentation of research results your identity and your child’s identity will be kept 
confidential but there is a possibility that records which identify you and your child 
may be inspected by authorized individual’s such as representatives of the School of 
Education, the Institutional Review Board (IRB), the School District of Jenkintown, 
or employees conducting peer review activities.  I consent to such inspections and to 
the copying of excerpts from my or my child’s records, if required by any of theses 
representatives. 
 
 
15.  Other Considerations 
 
If new information becomes known that will affect you or your child, or might 
change your decision to be in this study, you will be informed by the investigator.  If 
you or your child have any questions at any time about your rights as research 
subjects you may contact Dr. Sheila Vaidya (215) 895-6770, Hallee Adelman at (215) 
893-0424 or the Office of Research Compliance at 215-762-3453 
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16.  Permission and Consent 
 
· I have been informed of the reasons of this study. 
· I have had the study explained to me. 
· I have had all of my questions answered. 
· I have carefully read this permission/consent form, have initialed each 
page, and have received a signed copy. 
· I give permission/consent voluntarily. 
 
_____________________________          ________  __________________ 
Legally Authorized Student Representative  Date  Relationship 
 
_____________________________    __________________ 
Parent or Guardian Participant     Date 
     
_____________________________    __________________ 
Investigator       Date 
 
______________________________   __________________ 
Witness to Signature      Date 
 
 
List of Individuals Authorized to Obtain Permission and Consent 
 
Name   Title    Day Phone #  24 Hour Phone # 
Hallee Adelman Co-investigator 215-893-0424  215-893-0424 
Dr. Sheila Vaidya  Investigator/Chair  215-895-6770  215-895-6770 
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DREXEL UNIVERSITY  
ASSENT FORM FOR CHILDREN/MINORS IN A RESEACH STUDY 
 
You are being asked to participate in a research study.  The investigator is trying to 
find out if participation in an online writing conference group will affect student writers who 
are about your age.  You will need to participate in training sessions and a 10-week online 
writing conference group.  The investigator will give you questionnaires, will interview you 
and will watch the way you work in an online writing conference group.  After the online 
writing conference group is over, the investigator will try to find out if there is anything 
different about your writing behaviors (how much you write, when you write, etc.) and your 
computer use.  She will also want to know if you feel differently about writing and using the 
computer.  The online writing conferences will be looked at by the investigator to find out 
what topics you spoke about.   
 
In addition to the investigator, some people at Drexel University (the investigator’s 
committee members) and at Jenkintown School District (your teachers, the Superintendent, 
the Board members) will know about your participation in the research study.  The 
investigator’s helper, Ann Weil, Ph. D., will also know about your participation.   However,  
your name will not be used when the investigator shares information about what you do 
online or how you answer any questions.  
 
 If something happens that you do not feel comfortable with, make sure to tell  Mrs. 
Adelman and your parents immediately.   If we find out someone has hurt you during this 
study, we must report this to a responsible adult, but not to the person who hurt you.  
 
Child’s Assent:  I have been told about the study and know why it is being done and 
what to do.  I also know that I do not have to do it if I do not want to.  If I have questions, I 
can ask Mrs. Adelman.  I can stop at any time. 
 
My parents/guardians know that I am being asked to be in this study. 
 
 
____________________________________                                    ______________ 
Child’s Signature       Date 
 
List of Individuals Authorized to Obtain Assent 
 
 
Name   Title    Day Phone #  24 Hr. Phone # 
Hallee Adelman Co-investigator   215-893-0424  215-893-0424 
Dr. Sheila Vaidya  Investigator/ Chair 215-895-6770  215-895-6770 
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APPENDIX C:  CTI’s Hosting Services Terms & Conditions  
 
Campus Technologies Inc 
HOSTING SERVICES TERMS AND CONDITIONS 
1. SERVICES 
This Service Agreement ("Agreement") applies to the purchase of all services, 
packages, options, technical support services (collectively, the "Services") ordered 
by you on the Schedule of Services OR which you may order at any time and from 
time to time from Campus Technologies Inc. (herein referred to as "CTI"). CTI 
reserves the right to amend its web hosting and related Service offerings and to add, 
delete, suspend or modify the terms and conditions of the Services, at any time and 
from time to time, and to determine whether and when any such changes apply to 
both existing and future customers. 
SERVICE EXCLUSIONS 
The scope of services and technical support under this Agreement with you 
expressly excludes any services not expressly listed on the Schedule of Services, 
including but not limited to web design, programming, and debugging services, and 
technical support not reasonably related to the hosting and virtual hosting of Internet 
Web sites. If you want our staff or related companies to provide web design, 
programming or debugging services or special technical support not reasonably 
related to the virtual hosting of Internet Web sites or domains, including, but not 
limited to, distributing source code to clients or debugging scripts for clients, you 
must enter into a separate and distinct written services agreement with CTI 
describing the scope of the services, the deliverables, the pricing, and the method 
and timing of payment. If you would like to have a proposal from CTI for web design, 
programming or debugging services, you may contact us by e-mail at 
service@campustechnologies.net, to obtain the proper forms and information you 
will need to prepare a request for a proposal. 
2. BILLING AND PAYMENT 
You shall pay the fees and other charges for each Service as provided in the CTI 
Schedule of Services and in our pricing and plans statement or our standard 
schedule of prices, as the same may be amended from time to time. CTI reserves 
the right to change rates by notifying you sixty (60) days in advance of the effective 
date of the change; provided that CTI shall not change any rates during the term of 
any contract. Service fees and charges shall be invoiced in accordance with the 
terms and conditions set forth both herein and on the Schedule of Services and CTI's 
pricing and plans statement. All payments shall be made in U.S. currency. You will 
pay a late payment charge equal to 1.5% (or the highest amount permitted by law, 
whichever is lower) per month or portion thereof on the outstanding balance of any 
invoice remaining unpaid thirty (30) days after the date upon which payment is due 
("Due Date"). 
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Accounts unpaid after the Due Date may have service suspended or terminated. 
Such suspension or termination shall not relieve you of your obligation to pay the 
fees and charges due. You agree to pay CTI its reasonable expenses, including 
attorney's fees and collection agency fees, incurred in enforcing its rights under this 
Agreement. 
3. TERM 
This Agreement shall be for the term specified by you on the CTI Schedule of 
Services. This Agreement will be automatically renewed at the end of the initial term 
or renewal term for the same term specified by you on the CTI Schedule of Services 
or otherwise unless you provide not less than thirty (30) days written notice to CTI of 
termination of this Agreement. 
4. POLICIES/ACCEPTABLE USES 
You shall at all times adhere to and comply with the CTI Policies, including but not 
limited to the CTI Acceptable Use Policies, located at 
http://www.phillynet.net/aup.html, all of which are incorporated in this Service 
Agreement by reference to the CTI Policies as fully as if set out in full in this Service 
Agreement, all as amended from time to time by CTI, which amendments shall be 
effective upon the posting of the revised policy at the URL. You acknowledge that the 
CTI Acceptable Use Policies, among other things and without any limitation of the 
applicability or construction of other provisions of the CTI Policies, prohibit any site or 
domain hosted by CTI from displaying or containing any adult content or 
pornography, and from containing any links to sites which display or contain any 
adult content or pornography, whether that adult content or pornography is in written, 
graphic or other form. You further agree that  
(a) all data transmitted or being received by the server is legal as defined by US 
Federal and State Law,  
(b) that data transmitted, or being received by the server does not violate or 
infringe any copyright, trademark, patent, statutory, common law or 
proprietary rights of others, or contain anything obscene or libelous,  
(c) that the server will not be used to transmit data which is designed to 
adversely affect, interfere or be malicious in any way on any other hardware 
or software connected to the Internet (including, but not limited to Denial of 
Service attacks, "probing" and "flooding"), and that the server will not, at any 
time, perform operations which are designed to intercept data (including 
"broadcasts") not directly addressed to the server, this includes "probing" and 
"sniffing",  
(d) that the server will not be used to perform attempted or successful security 
breaches or disruption of Internet communication (security breaches include, 
but are not limited to, accessing data of which the customer is not an 
intended recipient, to that the customer is not expressly authorized to 
access). 
Notwithstanding anything to the contrary contained herein, CTI may immediately take 
corrective action, including disconnection or discontinuance of any and all Services, 
or terminate this Agreement in the event of notice to CTI of possible violation by you 
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of the CTI Acceptable Use Policies. In the event CTI takes corrective action due to a 
violation of the CTI Acceptable Use Policy, CTI shall not refund to you any fees paid 
in advance of such corrective action. 
5. SOFTWARE 
CTI is acting only as a reseller, relicensor or licensor of any software (collectively, the 
"Software") offered under or in connection with the performance of this Agreement 
that was created by a third party. CTI shall not be responsible for any changes in 
Service(s) that cause Software to become obsolete, require modification or 
alteration, or otherwise affect the performance of the Services. Any malfunction or 
defects of Software either sold, licensed or provided by CTI to you or purchased 
directly by you used in connection with the Service(s) will not be deemed a breach of 
CTI's obligations under this Agreement. Any rights or remedies you may have 
regarding the ownership, licensing, performance or compliance of Software are 
limited to those rights extended to you by the manufacturer or creator of such 
Software. You are entitled to use any Software supplied by CTI only in connection 
with your permitted use of the Services. You shall use your best efforts to protect and 
keep confidential all intellectual property provided by CTI to you through any 
Software and shall make no attempt to copy, alter, reverse engineer, or tamper with 
such intellectual property or to use it other than in connection with the Services. You 
shall not resell, transfer, export or re-export any Software, or any technical data 
derived therefrom, in violation of any applicable United States or foreign law. 
6. IP ADDRESS OWNERSHIP 
 
CTI shall maintain and control ownership of all IP numbers and addresses that may 
be assigned to you by CTI and CTI reserves, in its sole discretion, the right to 
change or remove any and all such IP numbers and addresses. 
7. CACHING AND BACKUP 
You expressly (i) grant to CTI and to CTI’s contractors and designees, a license to 
cache and to backup the entirety of your Web Site, including content supplied by 
third parties, hosted by CTI under this Agreement and (ii) agree that such caching or 
backup is not an infringement of any of your intellectual property rights or any third 
party's intellectual property rights. 
8. CPU USAGE 
You agree that you shall not use excessive amounts of CPU processing (where 
applicable) as determined by CTI in its sole discretion, on any of CTI's servers. Any 
violation of this policy may result in corrective action by CTI, in its sole discretion, 
including assessment of additional charges, disconnection or discontinuance of any 
and all Services, or termination of this Agreement. In the event that CTI elects to take 
any corrective action, you shall not be entitled to a refund of any fees paid in 
advance prior to such corrective action. 
9. TRANSFER RATE AND DISK SPACE USAGE 
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You agree that Transfer Rate, sometimes also referred to as "bandwidth," and Disk 
Space Usage shall not exceed the number of megabytes per month for the Services 
ordered by you on the CTI Schedule of Services or as subsequently otherwise 
ordered by you. The Transfer Rate and disk space usage shall be monitored and 
measured by CTI. Any Transfer Rate or Disk usage in excess of the agreed upon 
number of megabytes per month may result in corrective action by CTI, in its sole 
discretion, including assessment of additional charges, disconnection or 
discontinuance of any and all Services, or termination of this Agreement. In the event 
that CTI elects to take any corrective action, you shall not be entitled to a refund of 
any fees paid in advance prior to such corrective action. 
10. E-COMMERCE 
You will be solely responsible for the development, operation and maintenance of 
your online store and products and all contents and materials appearing online or on 
your products, including without limitation (a) the accuracy and appropriateness of 
content and materials appearing within the store or related to your products, (b) 
ensuring that the content and materials appearing within the store or related to your 
products do not violate or infringe upon the rights of any third party, and (c) ensuring 
that the content and materials appearing within the store or related to your products 
are not libelous or otherwise illegal. You will be solely responsible for the final 
calculation and application of shipping and sales tax. You will also be solely 
responsible for accepting, processing, and filling any customer orders, and for 
handling any customer inquiries or complaints arising therefrom. 
You are also responsible for the security of any customer credit card numbers and 
related customer information you may access as a result of conducting electronic 
commerce transactions through your Web Site. You will keep all such information 
confidential and will use the same degree of care and security as you use with your 
confidential information. 
11. DISCLAIMER OF WARRANTY 
You acknowledge and agree that CTI exercises no control over, and accepts no 
responsibility for, the content of the information passing through CTI's host 
computers, network hubs and points of presence (the "CTI Network") or the Internet. 
NEITHER CTI, ITS OFFICERS, DIRECTORS, EMPLOYEES, AFFILIATES, 
AGENTS, SUPPLIERS, THIRD-PARTY INFORMATION PROVIDERS, 
MERCHANTS, LICENSORS NOR THE LIKE MAKE ANY WARRANTIES OF ANY 
KIND, EITHER EXPRESSED OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING, BUT NOT LIMITED TO, 
WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY OR FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR 
PURPOSE, OR NON-INFRINGEMENT FOR THE SERVICES OR ANY SOFTWARE 
CTI PROVIDES. NEITHER CTI, ITS OFFICERS, DIRECTORS, EMPLOYEES, 
AFFILIATES, AGENTS, THIRD-PARTY INFORMATION PROVIDERS, 
MERCHANTS, LICENSORS OR THE LIKE, WARRANT THAT THE SERVICES 
WILL NOT BE INTERRUPTED OR ERROR FREE; NOR DO ANY OF THEM MAKE 
ANY WARRANTY AS TO THE RESULTS THAT MAY BE OBTAINED FROM THE 
USE OF THE SERVICES OR AS TO THE ACCURACY, RELIABILITY OR 
CONTENT OF ANY INFORMATION SERVICED OR MERCHANDISE CONTAINED 
IN OR PROVIDED THROUGH THE SERVICES. CTI IS NOT LIABLE FOR THE 
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CONTENT OF ANY DATA TRANSFERRED EITHER TO OR FROM YOU OR 
STORED BY YOU OR ANY OF YOUR CUSTOMERS VIA THE SERVICE(S) 
PROVIDED BY CTI. 
12. INDEMNIFICATION 
You will indemnify, defend and hold harmless CTI and its employees, officers, 
directors and agents (collectively "indemnified parties") from and against any and all 
claims, damages, losses, liabilities, suits, actions, demands, proceedings (whether 
legal or administrative) and expenses (including but not limited to reasonable 
attorneys' fees) threatened, asserted, or filed by a third party against any of the 
indemnified parties arising out of or relating to the use of the Services by you or your 
agents, including but not limited to any violation of the CTI Policies, including the CTI 
Acceptable Use Policies. 
13. LIMITATION OF LIABILITY 
IN NO EVENT SHALL CTI OR ITS OFFICERS, DIRECTORS, EMPLOYEES, 
AFFILIATES, AGENTS, SUPPLIERS, THIRD-PARTY INFORMATION PROVIDERS, 
MERCHANTS, LICENSORS OR THE LIKE BE LIABLE FOR ANY INDIRECT, 
INCIDENTAL, SPECIAL OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, OR LOSS OF 
PROFITS, REVENUE, DATA OR USE, BY YOU OR ANY THIRD PARTY, 
WHETHER IN AN ACTION IN CONTRACT OR TORT OR STRICT LIABILITY OR 
OTHER LEGAL THEORY, EVEN IF CTI HAS BEEN ADVISED OF THE 
POSSIBILITY OF SUCH DAMAGES. In no event will CTI's liability for any damages, 
losses and causes of actions whether in contract or tort (including negligence or 
otherwise) exceed the actual dollar amount paid by you for the Service which gave 
rise to such damages, losses and causes of actions during the 12-month period prior 
to the date the damage or loss occurred or the cause of action arose. 
14. FORCE MAJEURE 
CTI shall not be liable for failure or delay in performing its obligations hereunder if 
such failure or delay is due to circumstances beyond its reasonable control, 
including, without limitation, acts of any governmental body, war, insurrection, 
sabotage, embargo, fire, flood, strike or other labor disturbance, interruption of or 
delay in transportation, unavailability or interruption or delay in telecommunications 
or third party services (including DNS propagation), failure of third party software or 
hardware, or inability to obtain raw materials, supplies, or power used in or Software 
needed for provision of the Services. 
15. GOVERNING LAW/JURISDICTION 
The validity, interpretation, enforceability, and performance of this Agreement shall 
be governed by and construed in accordance with the laws of the State of 
Pennsylvania without regard to its conflict of laws principles. You agree that any and 
all claims, damages, losses, liabilities, suits, actions, demands, or proceedings 
(whether legal or administrative) touching, concerning, or arising under, with respect 
to, or out of this Service Agreement in any manner, or concerning any transaction or 
dispute arising under or out of the performance of this Service Agreement to which 
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CTI will be a party, must and shall be filed or brought and determined in a forum in 
the State of Pennsylvania having jurisdiction of the subject matter. 
16. AMENDMENT; WAIVER 
Except as otherwise provided herein, this Agreement may not be amended except 
upon the written consent of you and CTI, provided, however, without limitation of any 
other rights of CTI otherwise provided herein, that CTI shall have the right to amend 
the CTI Policies from time to time, and such amendments shall be immediately 
effective and applicable to this Agreement. No failure to exercise and no delay in 
exercising any right, remedy, or power hereunder shall operate as a waiver thereof, 
nor shall any single or partial exercise of any right, remedy, or power hereunder 
preclude any other or further exercise thereof or the exercise of any other right, 
remedy, or power provided herein or by law or in equity. The waiver by any party of 
the time for performance of any act or condition hereunder shall not constitute a 
waiver of the act or condition itself. 
 
17. ASSIGNMENT; SEVERABILITY 
This Agreement shall be binding upon and inure to the benefit of you, CTI and our 
respective successors, and assigns. You may not assign this Agreement without the 
prior written consent of CTI. If any provision of this Agreement shall be held by a 
court of competent jurisdiction to be invalid, unenforceable, or void, the remainder of 
this Agreement shall remain in full force and effect. 
 
18. ENTIRE AGREEMENT 
This Agreement, together with any other document or agreements specifically 
identified in this Agreement, represents the entire agreement between the parties, 
and supercedes all previous representations, understandings or agreements. 
19 ACCEPTANCE OF SERVICES 
ACCEPTANCE OF THIS AGREEMENT BY ONET MAY BE SUBJECT, IN CTI'S 
ABSOLUTE DISCRETION, TO SATISFACTORY COMPLETION OF A CREDIT 
CHECK. ACTIVATION OF SERVICE SHALL INDICATE CTI'S ACCEPTANCE OF 
THIS AGREEMENT. USE OF THE CTI NETWORK CONSTITUTES ACCEPTANCE 
OF THIS AGREEMENT. YOU REPRESENT AND WARRANT THAT YOU HAVE 
FULL AUTHORITY AND RIGHT TO ENTER INTO THIS AGREEMENT AND THAT 
THERE ARE NO CONFLICTING CLAIMS RELATING TO THE RIGHTS GRANTED 
BY THIS AGREEMENT. YOU FURTHER REPRESENT AND WARRANT THAT 
YOU ARE AT LEAST 18 YEARS OF AGE. 
20. CANCELLATION 
If you cancel your Service Agreement prior to the end of the term specified in your 
Schedule of Services, CTI shall not refund to you any fees paid in advance of such 
cancellation. You will be required to pay 100% of CTI's standard monthly charge for 
each month remaining in the term. Your Service Agreement shall automatically 
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renew for a new Term unless you give notice to cancel not less than thirty (30) days 
prior the expiration of the current term. If notice is untimely and you elect 
nonetheless to cancel the new term, you will pay 100% of CTI’s standard monthly 
charge for each month remaining in the new term. For security, all cancellation 
requests must be made by the primary contact person on the account who must 
provide sufficient customer identification information as may be specified from time 
to time by CTI. Any cancellation request shall be effective upon receipt, unless 
another date is specified in the cancellation request. Any cancellation by CTI or you 
shall not relieve you of any obligations to pay fees accrued prior to such cancellation. 
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APPENDIX D:  Outline of Participant Training Sessions  
 
Training Session I:  Internet Safety 
 
 
Materials 
 
· Internet Safety webpage 
· Training handbook pages:  3 row table, proceed with caution table, stop sign/go sign  
· Student Internet safety pledge 
· Pamphlets, Child Safety on the Information Highway 
· Markers, pencils 
 
 
Objectives 
· Students will list ways to avoid risks on the Internet. 
· Students will identify risks that will be absent in the Online Writing Conference 
Groups.   
· Students will be able to identify their parents and the researcher as people to go to if 
they have to report (or ask a question about) misuse of the Internet. 
· Students will record the differences between responsible and irresponsible behaviors 
on the Internet. 
· Students will recite and sign the student Internet safety pledge.  
 
 
Activities 
 
1. Using the Internet Safety web page, students will link to Disney’s CyberNetiquette 
Comix™ to learn the risks of a) giving personal information online; b)  trusting the 
credibility of others online;  c)  downloading programs from unknown sources;  d)  
forwarding SPAM (junk mail and chain letters) to others. 
2. Using a 3 row table, students will reflect on potential online risks, describe problems 
those risks could lead to and list ways to avoid the risks. 
3. Using the Internet Safety web page, students will link to Microsoft’s 30 Ways to Stay 
Safe Online to read safety tips. 
4. Using the Internet Safety web page, students will view a list stating what the student 
will “never be asked” to provide or do in the Online Writing Conference Groups. 
5. Using the Internet Safety web page, students will link to Disney’s Netiquette Tips to 
learn about responsible Internet behavior.  
6. Using a stop sign/go sign, students will record the differences between responsible 
and irresponsible Internet use. 
7. Students will sign the student Internet safety pledge. 
8. Students will receive pamphlets, Child Safety on the Information Highway (Magid, 
1998), to take home to parents. 
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Training Session II:  OWC Access 
 
 
Materials 
 
· OWC Access webpage 
· Web address for OWC groups 
· Practice OWC webpages 
· Training handbook pages:  Find the Right Match, Use Your Map, and Key In for 
Success pages 
· Bookmarks on Internet Safety 
· Markers, pencils 
 
 
Objectives 
· Students will select a pen name for use in the OWC group. 
· Students will identify people who should know their group password. 
· Students will use a website address to access the OWC group homepage. 
· Students will label the parts of two sample DISCUS webpages. 
· Students will access specific folders and conversations on the practice webpages. 
· Students will access the practice webpage from home. 
 
 
Activities 
 
1. Students will visit a website about Louisa May Alcott to find out why she used a 
pseudonym.  They will discuss the benefits of using a pen name for the OWC. 
2. Students will read an explanation of an author’s choice of his pseudonym and will 
select a pen name for use in the OWC group. 
3. Using a webpage on the construction of good passwords, students will discuss 
passwords (who should know them and how to select them) with their session groups 
and will complete related handbook pages. 
4. Using a private website address, students will use a browser to access the OWC 
group homepage and discuss the differences between accessing the web from home 
and from school. 
5. Using pictures of the sample DISCUS webpages, students will identify and label key 
parts of the pages.  They will also go to the practice website, to work on maneuvering 
in the environment, and locating various folders and/or conversations.. 
6. Using the practice webpages, students will explore the links within the site to become 
familiar with the OWC group environment and functions.  They will also attempt to 
access the website from home.  
7. Students will receive bookmarks on Internet Safety to review safety tips related to the 
access session (re: passwords, entering the incorrect web address, etc.) to remind 
them of issues related to Internet Safety (from Training Session I). 
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Training Session III:  OWC Participation 
 
 
Materials 
 
· OWC Participation webpage 
· OWC Group homepage 
· Training handbook pages:  Follow the Speed Llimit, Go on Green, Look Both Ways 
· I SPY picture riddle books (by Walter Wick, Photographer, and Jean Marzollo) titled, 
I Spy Treasure Hunt: A Book of Picture Riddles,    
I Spy Extreme Challenger! A Book of Picture Riddles (I Spy Books),   
I Spy Christmas: A Book of Picture Riddles (I Spy Book),   
I Spy Fantasy a Book of Picture Riddles (I Spy Book),  
I Spy Spooky Night: A Book of Picture Riddles (I Spy Books). 
· Markers, Pencils 
 
Objectives 
· Students will complete a chart about OWC group requirements and expectations. 
· Students will locate 1) their group folders and 2) specific conversation folders in the 
OWC group environment. 
· Students will use the DISCUS “Add a Message” prompt to post. 
· Students will write a post that follows the skim and scan tips. 
 
 
Activities 
 
1. After reading a chart about OWC group requirements and expectations, students will 
challenge session group members to fill in an incomplete chart (in their handbooks). 
2. After learning their group names, students will find their group folders in the OWC. 
3. Students will access the Training Week:  Welcome & Reflect folders and post 
individual messages in response to the reflection question. 
4. Students will use I Spy picture riddle books and/or Scholastic’s I Spy webpage to 
learn about the techniques of skimming and scanning. 
5. With feedback from peers, students will write new posts that adhere to the tips for 
skimming and scanning. 
6. Students will read and analyze several posts to determine their good and not-so-good 
qualities (related to skimming and scanning). 
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Training Session IV:  OWC Communication 
 
 
Materials 
 
· OWC Communication webpage 
· OWC Group homepage 
· Training handbook pages:  Start Those Engines, Put the Pedal to the Metal 
· Markers, pencils 
 
 
Objectives 
 
· Students will correctly identify different types of online conversations/posts. 
· Students will locate and post to a created conversation folder in the OWC. 
· Students will post on-topic (“Follow the Road”) messages to provide feedback. 
· Students will explain the purpose of emoticons. 
 
 
Activities 
 
1. After reading descriptions of the six types of online conversations/posts, students will 
match sample posts to their correct type. 
2. In their training handbooks, student groups will write two different types of online 
conversations/posts to be used as samples. 
3. Students will show their online conversation/post samples to other group members 
who will need to figure out the type of posts they are. 
4. Students will locate the Training Week:  Feedback Request from Your Guide in their 
group’s folder. 
5. Using their group’s Training Week:  Feedback Request from Your Guide folder, 
students will post a “Follow the Road” message to respond to the guide’s request. 
6. After learning about the absence of facial expressions and tone of voice in the online 
environment, students will visit a website by NetPets ®, Inc.to view common 
emoticons (emotion icons). 
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Training Session V:  OWC Practice 
 
 
Materials 
 
· OWC Practice webpage 
· OWC Group homepage  
· Markers, pencils 
 
Objectives 
 
· Students will start a new conversation in the OWC and give it a proper title. 
· Students will post a summary of the lessons learned from one of the first four training 
sessions. 
· Students will respond to the posts of others. 
· Students will ask any questions they still have (about the research study). 
 
 
 
Activities 
 
1. After selecting a previous training session, students will start a new conversation and 
post a summary of an important lesson from the chosen session.   
2. Students will read the summaries of others and respond, suggesting any information 
that could be added.   
3. Students and guide will discuss any student concerns or questions about the OWC 
groups and/or the research study. 
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APPENDIX E:  Training Session Handbook 
 
Online Writing Conference Groups 
Training Session Handbook 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2002-2003 
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Watch the Traffic Lights:  Risks for Internet Users 
Fill in the tables below. 
 
 
 
 
Determine the 
Risks  
 
 
 
 
 
Describe the 
Problems 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Avoid the 
Risks  
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Proceed with caution:  Safety in the Online 
Writing Conference Groups 
 
Put an X over each box that includes something you will NEVER be asked in the 
Online Writing Conference Groups. 
 
 
Can you type your 
phone number so I 
can call you?  I’ve 
got a question 
about homework. 
What is your 
favorite topic to 
write about? 
What happened in 
Language Arts 
class today? 
What do you like 
about the way Avi 
writes? 
I am having a 
birthday party. Can 
you write your 
name and address 
for me? 
What type of lead 
did you use in your 
most recent story? 
Can you spell the 
name of the school? 
What is a better 
word for JUICY?  
How old will  you 
be by the end of the 
year? 
Hey, can I read 
your whole poem 
tomorrow in 
school? 
What is your 
strongest memory 
from your years as 
a student? 
When should you 
capitalize the “M” 
in Mom? 
I need your picture 
for the Online 
Writing Conference 
Group website.  
Can you send it to 
me? 
Do you like the 
way I get from the 
part of my story 
that takes place in 
the morning to the 
part that takes place 
in the afternoon? 
What feeling do 
you think your 
reader should get 
after reading your 
poem? 
My teacher thought 
I could improve the 
style of my essay.  
What does that 
mean? 
Hey, it’s Mrs. A.  I 
need your password 
to log on as you.  
Can you type it into 
the OWC? 
Can you give me 
the address for 
Highlights 
Magazine?  I want 
to try to get my 
poem published. 
Do you think you 
can meet me at 
Fiesta Pizza at 
3pm?  I want you to 
reread my closing 
paragraph. 
Do you think it is 
better to hand in a 
poem that is typed 
or that is 
handwritten?   
If your parents are 
divorced, who are 
you living with 
now?  Can you 
write about that? 
How would you 
describe bubble 
gum to a reader that 
hasn’t tasted it? 
When can I use S’ 
and when can I use 
‘S to show 
possession?  I 
always get that 
confused. 
I am so stuck for a 
topic.  Does anyone 
have any ideas on 
how I can think of 
something? 
Where is your room 
located in your 
house?  Surprise 
your parents and 
write about it. 
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Go, User, Go:  Responsible Student Internet Use 
 
Create your stop sign/ go sign below.   
 
 
STOP 
GO 
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Find the Right Match:  Selecting a Pseudonym & a Password 
 
Why do you think it might be wise for student writers in an online conference group 
to have their own pen names?   
 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
What pen names could fit your writing or your personality? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Who should know your password? 
 
___  My parents   ___  My best friend 
 
___  My online guide   ___  All the members of my group 
 
___  All the kids in my homeroom ___  My email buddies 
 
___  Other:  
_______________________________________________________ 
 
 
What qualities should a password have?  A “GOOD” password is one that… 
 
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________ 
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Use Your Map:  Locating the Online Writing Conference 
Group Homepage 
 
 
 
 
 
 
THE WEBSITE ADDRESS I WILL NEED TO ACCESS THE OWC IS: 
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Key In For Success:  Learning about Folder Set-Up on the Online 
Writing Conference Group Website 
 
Can you locate this page?  How would you get here?  Find it on your screen! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes:  
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Can you locate this screen?  How would you get there?  Find it on your screen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes:  
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Can you locate this screen?  How would you get there?  Find it on your screen. 
 
 
 
 
 
Notes:  
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    290 
Follow the Speed Limit:  Understanding the Expectations for Participation 
 
 
How many guidelines and expectations can you remember?  Try filling in the chart 
below and find out! 
 
 
Group Members should… 
· Log on and post AT LEAST __________ a week. 
 
· Respond to the weekly 
____________________________________________. 
 
· Respond to at least ____ other group member each week.  
 
· Post using a ________________________ (NO REAL NAMES ONLINE!). 
 
· Start a new conversation (Labeled ________: ______________) each time 
you need feedback for a piece of writing.  
 
· ______________________________________________________________ 
to share private concerns about the group or Internet Safety.  
 
Your guide should… 
· Read all posts within ___________ hours. 
  
· Respond to all posts within _______ hours (* This “wait time” gives other 
group members a chance to answer first). 
 
· Post all _________________________________________. 
 
· ______________________________________________________________. 
each time she needs feedback for a piece of writing.  
 
· Respond to all private emails within _______ hours. 
 
· Keep private conversations or private emails 
___________________________. 
  
· Email or call group members who have been 
___________________________.   
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Go on Green:  Learning to Post Messages 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Important tips to remember:  
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Look Both Ways:  Learning to Read Posts 
 
 
What are the two S’s of post reading?  ________________ and 
___________________ 
 
 
Here are some important post writing tips for you.  These tips will help others 
______________ and ________________ posted messages with ease: 
   
1. Always write a title for your post.  Like the subject line on an email, this 
title will help others identify the topic of your post.  For example, if your 
guide asks you for three reasons your favorite book character is your favorite, 
your title could be “Three Reasons Why I Love Hermione from Harry Potter”  
or “Harry Potter’s Hermione is My Favorite.”  These titles provide other 
group members with advanced information about your post topic.  Titles are 
key in the OWC posts!   
 
2. If you are asked to provide “Three Reasons” or to answer questions “A and 
B,” then your post should contain those numbers or letters to help organize 
your response. Try to avoid writing the entire answer in a long paragraph 
without the numbers or letters.  This will make your post difficult to skim and 
scan. 
 
 
3. Always end a post with a final statement or a question.  This will help 
other members know how you would like them to respond to you.   
 
4. When responding to someone else’s post, put his/her name in the title line .  
This will help them find your response easily. 
 
 
5. Use pen names (yours and other group members) in posts to make them more 
personal and to help others find posts addressed to them. 
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What are the pros and cons of each response to Haslet’s post?  Which would be the 
easiest to skim and scan in the OWC? 
 
Response Post 1 
I think you should do one thing to your lead.  Try not to start every sentence with I.  
You can hold your reader’s attention better if you have more variety.  I am not really 
sure what else you can do to fix this lead, but as a reader I’m not really hooked yet.   
 
Can anyone else help out? 
Lopsy Writer 
 
 
PROS:   
 
 
CONS: 
 
 
 
Response Post 2 
LEAD—Please Help 
 
I think this lead needs to be a reflection lead.  I would like to see you start by 
describing your little brother NOW and then flashing back to when your mom told 
you.  There was a book I read that started that way and it was great.  I mean, right 
from the beginning I got so into it.  That’s because I wanted to find out what 
happened in between—in between “NOW” and the flashback.  Right now, it’s hard 
for your reader to get into the story unless he knows you and wants to find out more 
about your topic.  It is also hard to tell what else you’ll be telling about.  You already 
told about finding out your brother is going to be born.  So, it’s kind of like the story 
is already over if it should be about the best day of your life.   
 
 
PROS:   
 
 
CONS: 
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Response Post 3 
Response for Haslet—REVISING YOUR LEAD 
 
Haslet, 
It must have been amazing when your mom told you about your little brother.  I read 
your lead and still want to know 1) how she told you and 2) how you felt at that exact 
moment.  You might want to start your story with an action lead—with you in the 
middle of doing whatever you were doing and with your mom interrupting you to tell 
you this news.  That way, the reader can feel like he’s following a speeding car and 
then BANG—the car screeches to a halt.   
 
I can’t wait to read what you come up with!   
Penelope Poet  
 
 
PROS:   
 
 
CONS: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Things to remember: 
 
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 
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Start Those Engines:  Communicating in the OWC 
 
 
Match the conversation letter with its correct type.  Fill in the type on the correct line. 
 
 
A ____________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
B_____________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
C_____________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
D_____________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
E_____________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
F_____________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
Comments/ideas about conversation/post types: 
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX F:  Student Questionnaire  
 
Student Questionnaire 
 
This questionnaire is designed to gather information about current student writing behaviors 
at school and at home.  It also serves to collect data about current student computer use at 
school and at home.  The information you provide will be used to report findings about 
student writing and computer use.  Your name will not be used when this information is 
shared with others.  If you have any questions, or do not understand an item, feel free to ask 
the researcher giving you this questionnaire.  Thank you for answering honestly and sharing 
your opinions!  Your help is greatly appreciated. 
 
SECTION 1:  IN SCHOOL WRITING BEHAVIORS 
For items 1 –10, check the best response. 
In school, how often do you… 
Every 
Day 
At 
Least 
Once 
A 
Week 
At 
Least 
Once 
A 
Month 
At Least 
Once A 
Trimester 
Never 
1.  …begin new writing assignments? 
 
     
2.  …work on writing assignments that 
you  have already started?  
     
3.  …discuss ideas  for writing 
assignments  with your teacher(s)? 
     
4.  …discuss drafts of writing 
assignments  with your teacher(s)? 
     
5.  …discuss finished writing 
assignments  with your teacher(s)? 
     
6.  …make changes to your writing 
 assignments after discussing 
them  with your teacher(s)?  
     
7.  …discuss ideas  for writing 
assignments  with your classmates? 
     
8.  …discuss drafts of writing 
assignments  with your classmates? 
     
9.  …discuss finished writing 
assignments  with your classmates? 
     
10.  …make changes to your writing 
 assignments after discussing 
them  with your classmates?   
     
 
For items 11 - 13, check YES or NO.  
11. In school, I get enough help from my teachers  
           while I am working on writing assignments.      YES     NO 
 
12.  In school, I get enough help from my classmates 
            while I am working on writing assignments.       YES  NO 
Please turn to the next page ?  
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13. In school, I like  working on writing assignments.     YES  NO 
 
 
For item 14, check AS MANY AS ARE TRUE. If you need to, fill in your own response 
next to “other.” 
14.  In school, I discuss or share my writing assignments with others: 
 ___  in person 
 ___ over the phone 
 ___  through email 
 ___  by chatting online 
 ___  other:  _______________________________________________________ 
   
 
SECTION 2:  AT HOME WRITING BEHAVIORS 
For items 15 –26, check the best response. 
At home, how often do you… 
Every 
Day 
At 
Least 
Once 
A 
Week 
At 
Least 
Once 
A 
Month 
At Least 
Once A 
Trimester 
Never 
15.  … begin new writing assignments? 
 
     
16.  … work on writing assignments that 
you  have already started? 
     
17.  … discuss ideas for writing 
assignments  with others? 
     
18.  … discuss drafts of writing 
assignments  with others? 
     
19.  … discuss finished writing 
assignments  with others? 
     
20.  …make changes to your writing 
 assignments after discussing 
them  with others? 
     
21.  … begin new personal writing? 
 
     
22.  … work on personal writing that you 
 have already started? 
     
23.  … discuss ideas for personal writing 
 with others? 
     
24.  … discuss drafts of personal writing 
 with others? 
     
25.  … discuss finished personal writing 
 with others? 
     
26. … make changes to your personal 
 writing after discussing it with 
 others? 
     
 
Please turn to the next page ?  
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For items 27-35, check yes or no. 
27. At home, I need help with my writing assignments.  YES  NO 
   
 
28.  At home, I seek help for my writing assignments .   YES  NO
   
             
29. At home, I get enough help with my writing assignments.   YES  NO 
 
 
30. At home, I like working on writing assignments.  YES  NO 
     
  
31. At home, I need help with my personal writing.    YES  NO 
     
 
32. At home, I seek help for my personal writing.     YES  NO 
      
  
33. At home, I get enough help with my personal writing.    YES  NO 
 
 
34. At home, I like working on personal writing.   YES  NO 
      
 
35.  At home, I can get help from my school teacher 
for my personal writing or my writing assignments.  YES  NO 
 
 
 
For item 36, check AS MANY AS are true. If you need to, fill in your own response next to 
“other.” 
36.  At home, I discuss or share personal writing OR writing assignments with others: 
 ___  in person 
 ___ over the phone 
 ___  through email 
 ___  by chatting online 
 ___  other:  _________________________________________ 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please turn to the next page ?  
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SECTION 3:  IN SCHOOL COMPUTER USE  
For items 37 –40, check the best response. 
In school, how often do you… 
Every 
Day 
At 
Least 
Once 
A 
Week 
At 
Least 
Once 
A 
Month 
At Least 
Once A 
Trimester 
Never 
37.  …use the computer to work on 
 writing assignme nts? 
     
38.  … send or receive email?  
 
     
39.  … chat on the computer with 
others? 
 
     
40.  … post messages to an online 
bulletin  board? 
     
 
 
For items 41 & 42, check yes or no. 
41.  In school, I can use a computer to work on  
       writing assignments whenever I need one.    YES  NO 
      
 
42.  In school, there are enough computers  
       for all the students in my class period to use 
       at the same time.       YES  NO 
 
 
SECTION 4:  AT HOME COMPUTER USE  
For items 43 –46, check the best response. 
At home, how often do you… 
Every 
Day 
At 
Least 
Once 
A 
Week 
At 
Least 
Once 
A 
Month 
At Least 
Once A 
Trimester 
Never 
43.  … use the computer to work on 
personal writing or writing 
assignments? 
     
44.  … send or receive email?  
 
     
45.  … chat on the computer? 
 
     
46.  … post messages to an online 
bulletin  board? 
     
 
For items 47 - 49, check yes or no. 
47.  At home, I can use a computer to work on  
writing assignments   whenever I need one.    YES  NO 
 
Please turn to the next page ?  
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48.  At home, I can use a computer to work on  
personal writing whenever I need one.    YES  NO 
 
49. At home, my parents have rules about 
my computer use.      YES  NO 
 
 
For item 50, check AS MANY AS are true.  If you need to, fill in your own response next to 
“other.” 
50.  I am participating in the online writing conference project because… 
 ___  my parents  told me to participate. 
 ___  my friends are doing it. 
 ___  my teacher suggested it. 
 ___  I want to work with Mrs. Adelman. 
 ___  I enjoy writing assignments. 
 ___  I enjoy personal writing. 
 ___  I enjoy discussing my writing with others. 
 ___  I enjoy using the computer. 
 ___  I want to learn more  about writing. 
 ___  I want extra help when I write. 
 ___  I want to help others  write better. 
 ___  other: ________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
  
For item 51, check ONE response only.  If you need to, fill in your own response next to 
“other.” 
51.  The main reason that I am participating in the online writing conference project is… 
.   ___  my parents  told me to participate. 
 ___  my friends are doing it. 
 ___  my teacher suggested it. 
 ___  I want to work with Mrs. Adelman. 
 ___  I enjoy writing assignments. 
 ___  I enjoy personal writing. 
 ___  I enjoy discussing my writing with others. 
 ___  I enjoy using the computer. 
 ___  I want to learn more  about writing. 
 ___  I want extra help when I write. 
 ___  I want to help others  write. 
 ___  other: ________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Please turn to the next page ?  
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SECTION 5:  GENERAL INFORMATION 
For items 52-56, check the best response. 
52.  How many computers do you have 
in your home?       00 01 02 03+ don’t know 
 
53.  How many computers in your home   
can connect to the Internet?  00 01 02 03 don’t know 
 
54.  How old are you?    09 10 11 12 13      14  
 
55.  What grade are you in?   05 06 07 08 09 
 
56.  What is your gender?   male   female  
 
 
For item 57, feel free to write any comments or thoughts you have about your writing 
behaviors or computer use. 
57.________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
 
You have finished the questionnaire.  Thank you again for your time! 
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APPENDIX G:  Parent Questionnaire  
 
Parent Questionnaire 
This questionnaire is designed to gather information about middle level parent perceptions of 
student writing behaviors and computer use.  The information you provide will be used to 
report findings about middle level student writing and computer use from the perspective of 
the parent.  Your name will not be used when this information is shared with others.  Thank 
you for answering honestly and sharing your opinions!  Your help is greatly appreciated. 
SECTION 1:  STUDENT WRITING BEHAVIORS 
For items 1 –16, check the best response. 
At home, how often does your 
middle level child… 
Every 
Day  
At 
Least 
Once 
A 
Week 
At 
Least 
Once 
A 
Month 
At Least 
Once A 
Trimester 
Never Don’t 
Know 
1.  …begin new writing 
 assignments? 
      
2.  …revisit writing assignments?   
 
      
3.  …discuss ideas  for writing 
 assignments? 
      
4.  …discuss drafts of writing 
 assignments? 
      
5.  …discuss finished writing 
 assignments? 
      
6.  …need help with a writing 
 assignment? 
      
7.  …seek help on a writing 
 assignment? 
      
8.  …incorporate help in a 
writing  assignment? 
      
9.  …begin new personal 
writing? 
 
      
10.  …revisit personal writing?   
 
      
11.  …discuss ideas  for personal 
 writing? 
      
12.  …discuss drafts of personal 
 writing? 
      
13.  …discuss finished personal 
 writing? 
      
14.  …need help with personal 
 writing? 
      
15.  …seek help on personal 
writing? 
      
16. …incorporate help in 
personal  writing?  
      
Please turn to the next page ?  
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For items 17 - 20, check YES or NO.  
17. At home, my child likes getting help on his/her writing assignments.YES     NO 
 
 
18. My child likes writing assignments.       YES  NO 
 
 
19. At home, my child likes getting help on his/her personal writing.  YES  NO 
 
 
20. My child likes personal writing.        YES  NO 
 
 
 
For items 21 & 22, check AS MANY AS  are true. If you need to, fill in your own response 
next to “other.” 
21.  I have observed my middle level child discussing or sharing his/her writing with others: 
 ___  in person. 
 ___ over the phone. 
 ___  through email. 
 ___  by chatting online. 
 ___  other:  _______________________________________________________ 
 
         _______________________________________________________ 
 
22.  When writing, my middle level child asks for help with… 
___  spelling. 
___  grammar. 
___  deciding on a writing topic. 
___  “word choice” or selecting the best word in a given sentence. 
___  being more descriptive. 
___  adding more information for the reader. 
___  sticking to the topic. 
___  transitions. 
___  reordering paragraphs or sentences. 
___  other:  _______________________________________________________ 
 
               _______________________________________________________  
 
 
For item 23, write your response on the line provided. 
23.  Do you feel comfortable helping your child with his/her writing?  Why or why not? 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
Please turn to the next page ?  
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SECTION 2:  STUDENT COMPUTER USE  
For items 24-27, check the best response. 
How often do you see your 
middle level child… 
Every 
Day  
At 
Least 
Once 
A  
Week 
At 
Least 
Once 
A 
Month 
At Least 
Once A 
Trimester 
Never Don’t 
know 
24.  …using the computer to 
write? 
 
      
25.  … sending or receiving 
email?  
 
      
26.  … chatting on the computer 
with  others? 
      
27.  …posting messages to an 
online  bulletin board? 
      
 
For items 28 – 30, check yes or no. 
28.  At home, my middle level child has access to a computer  
      whenever he/she needs one for writing assignments.  YES  NO 
 
29.  At home, my middle level child has access to a computer  
      whenever he/she needs one for personal writing.   YES  NO 
 
30. At home, I have rules about my middle level student’s 
computer use.       YES  NO 
 
For item 31, write your response on the line provided. 
31.  Describe the rules or restrictions you have regarding your middle level child’s computer 
use. 
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
For item 32, check AS MANY AS are true.  If you need to , fill in your own response next to 
“other.” 
32.  My child is participating in the online writing conference project because… 
 ___  I thought it was a good idea. 
 ___  his/her friends  are doing it. 
 ___  his/her teacher suggested it. 
 ___  he/she wants to work with Mrs. Adelman. 
 ___  he/she enjoys writing.  
 ___  he/she enjoys discussing writing with others. 
 ___  he/she enjoys using the computer. 
 ___  he/she wants to learn more  about writing. 
 ___  he/she wants extra help when writing.  
 ___  he/she wants to help others improve their writing. 
 ___  other: ________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Please turn to the next page ?  
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For item 33, check ONE response only.  If you need to, fill in your own response next to 
“other.” 
33.  The main reason that my child is participating in the online writing conference project 
is… 
   ___  I thought it was a good idea. 
 ___  his/her friends are doing it. 
 ___  his/her teacher suggested it. 
 ___  he/she wants to work with Mrs. Adelman. 
 ___  he/she enjoys writing. 
 ___  he/she enjoys discussing writing with others. 
 ___  he/she enjoys using the computer. 
 ___  he/she wants to learn more about writing. 
 ___  he/she wants extra help when writing. 
 ___  he/she wants to help others improve their writing. 
 ___  other: ________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
SECTION 3:  GENERAL INFORMATION 
For items 34-36, check the best response. 
 
34.  How many computers do you have 
in your home?       00 01 02 03+ don’t know 
 
35.  How many computers in your home 
can connect to the Internet?  00 01 02 03 don’t know 
 
36.  How are you related to the  
middle level student participant?  mother     father            legal guardian 
 
For item 37, feel free to write any comments or thoughts you have about your middle level 
student’s writing behaviors or computer use. 
37.________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________________________ 
 
You have finished the questionnaire.  Thank you again for your time! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
    306 
APPENDIX H:  Student Interview Protocol 
 
Student Interview Protocol 
(Give student Interview Sheet)  As you know, my name is Mrs. Adelman.  I am a student at Drexel 
University, and I am trying to find out more about student writers and the use of online writing 
conferences.  I am going to ask you a bunch of questions.  I promise that if I share the information 
from our interview, I will not use your name.  In other words, you can feel free to answer honestly and 
know that I will not connect your name with your answers.  Do you understand what I just said? (allow 
for student response) 
 
I have about 35 questions to ask you.  Because there are many questions,  I would like to tape record 
our interview to make sure that I do not forget any information that you share with me. Taking notes 
will also help me remember what you say.   Do you feel comfortable if I record our interview and take 
notes? (allow for student response) 
 
OK, I am going to begin asking you questions. If you don’t understand a question, let me know and I 
will explain it to you.   I want to first thank you in advance for helping me find out more information 
about student writers and their computer use.   Are you ready? (allow for student response) 
WRITING BEHAVIORS  
At Home 
1.  Do you work on school assignments at home?  Why or why not? 
2.  Do you write for pleasure at home?  If so, what do you write about? 
3.  Do you use all stages of the writing process (prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, and 
publishing) when working on an essay at home?  If not, which stage(s) do you usually leave 
out?   
4. When you write at home, who do you go to for help?  What does he/she do to help you? 
5.  How often do you ask for help or discuss your writing at home?   
In School  
6.  Do you use all stages of the writing process (prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, and 
publishing) when working on an essay in school?  If not, which stage(s) do you usually leave 
out?   
7.  When you write in school, who do you go to for help?  What does he/she do to help you? 
8.  How often do you ask for help or discuss your writing in school?   
9.  Do the suggestions your classmates give you help make your writing better?  If so, what 
types of suggestions do they give? 
10. When you ask someone to help you with your writing, what do you ask them to help you 
with?   
In General 
11.  Do you prefer to write at home or in school?  Why? 
12.  Do you think your writing turns out better if you do it at home or in school? 
13. Who do you like to discuss your writing with the most? Why do you like discussing your 
writing with this person?  What does he/she do that you like? 
14.  Who do you not like to discuss your writing with?  Why do you NOT like 
discussing your writing with this person?  What does he/she do that you do NOT 
like? 
ATTITUDES TOWARDS WRITING 
15.  How do you feel about writing? 
16. How do you feel about yourself as a writer?  Why do you feel this way? 
17.  What do you like to write?  What do you NOT like to write?  (e.g. journal entries, diaries, 
reports, etc.)  
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CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE WRITING 
18. What was the best piece you ever wrote?  Why do you like it so much? 
19. What do you like the most about your writing?   
20. Who do you know that is a good writer? 
21. What about his/her writing do you like? 
22.  Is there an author that has inspired you to write a certain way?  If so, who is it and how 
has he/she inspired you? 
23.  When you think of all the ingredients that need to go into making a piece of writing 
excellent, what would those ingredients be? 
STUDENT COMPUTER USE 
24. How do you access the Internet at home? 
25. How many computers can you use at your house? 
26. What types of rules do your parents have about your computer use? 
27. Do you get to go on the computer as much as you want?  Why or why not? 
28. What do you use the computer for at home?  In school?  
29. On a scale of 1-10, 10 being the highest, how comfortable do you feel using the 
computer? 
30. On a scale of 1-10, 10 being the highest, how good are you at typing quickly? 
31. On a scale of 1-10, 10 being the highest, how much do you like using the computer? 
ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE ONLINE WRITING CONFERENCE 
32. Why did you join the online writing conference group? 
33. How often do you think you will participate? 
34. What would you like to get out of the group? 
35.  How do you feel about having writing conferences online instead of in person?  Why 
 
 
I am finished asking you all of the interview questions.  Do you have any questions?  Do you have any 
comments about writing, computer use or the online writing conference that you did not have a chance 
to share? Ok, now I will summarize your responses. Please let me know if I misunderstood something 
you said or if you have something to add. 
 
Other info: 
 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________ 
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________ 
 
 Thank you again for your participation.  I am excited that you are part of the online writing conference 
program!   
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APPENDIX I:  Student Exit Interview Protocol 
 
Student Exit Interview Protocol 
(Give student Interview Sheet)  As you know, my name is Mrs. Adelman.  I am a student at Drexel 
University, and I am trying to find out more about student writers and the use of online writing 
conferences.  I am going to ask you a bunch of questions.  I promise that if I share the information 
from our interview, I will not use your name.  In other words, you can feel free to answer honestly and 
know that I will not connect your name with your answers.  Do you understand what I just said? (allow 
for student response) 
 
I have about 30  questions to ask you.  Because there are many questions,  I would like to tape record 
our interview to make sure that I do not forget any information that you share with me. Taking notes 
will also help me remember what you say.   Do you feel comfortable if I record our interview and take 
notes? (allow for student response) 
 
OK, I am going to begin asking you questions. If you don’t understand a question, let me know and I 
will explain it to you.   I want to first thank you in advance for helping me find out more information 
about student writers and their computer use.   Are you ready? (allow for student response) 
 
WRITING BEHAVIORS  
1. Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the type of writing support you seek 
out at home?  In school?  Explain.  
2. Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the amount of writing support you ask 
for at home? In school? Explain. 
3. Who do you like to discuss your writing with the most? Why do you like discussing your 
writing with this person?  What does he/she do that you like? 
4.  Who do you not like to discuss your writing with?  Why do you NOT like discussing your 
writing with this person?  What does he/she do that you do NOT like? 
5. Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the way you use the writing process 
(prewriting, drafting, revising, editing, publishing) when working on a piece of writing? 
Explain. 
6. Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the amount of time you think about 
writing or your writing pieces?  How? 
7. Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in amount of time you spend working on 
writing assignments at home?  In school?  How? 
8.  Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the amount of time you spend on 
personal writing?  How? 
ATTITUDES TOWARDS WRITING 
9. Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the way you feel about writing? 
Explain. 
10.  Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the way you feel about yourself as a 
writer? Explain. 
CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE WRITING 
11. When you think of all the ingredients that need to go into making a piece of writing 
excellent, what would those ingredients be? 
12. Has your participation in the online writing conference changed the way you define 
excellent writing?  If so, how? 
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STUDENT COMPUTER USE 
13. Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the amount of time you spend on the 
computer?  
14.  Do you use the computer to start your writing pieces?  Do you use the computer when 
revising your writing pieces?   
15. On a scale of 1-10, 10 being the highest, how comfortable do you feel using the 
computer? 
16. On a scale of 1-10, 10 being the highest, how good are you at typing quickly? 
17. On a scale of 1-10, 10 being the highest, how much do you like using the computer? 
ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE ONLINE WRITING CONFERENCE 
18. What do you think about the Online Writing Conference?  
19.  How did you feel about having writing conferences online instead of in person? Why? 
20. Why did you or didn’t you participate a lot in the group?  What stopped you from 
participating more?  
21.  Was it difficult to find time to participate in the OWC?  When / how did you make time? 
22. Did you feel comfortable with the members of your group? Why or why not? 
23. Before the OWC began, were you friends with the people in your group? Did you share 
your writing with them?  Since the OWC began, has there been a change in these 
relationships?   
24. Why did you or did you not use the “anonymous” feature of the board? 
25.  What did you learn from the Welcome & Reflect messages? How would you make them 
more useful for student writers? 
26. What did you think of the feedback that I offered on the board? How would you make it 
more useful for student writers? 
27. What did you think about the feedback that the other students offered on the board? How 
would you make it more useful for student writers? 
28.  Did seeing my writing or the writing of other students on the board help you in any way?  
How? 
29.  What would you change about the online writing conference to make it more useful for 
middle level student writers? 
30.  Would you participate in an online writing conference again? Why or why not? 
 
 
I am finished asking you all of the interview questions.  Do you have any questions?  Do you have any 
comments about writing, computer use or the online writing conference that you did not have a chance 
to share? Ok, now I will summarize your responses. Please let me know if I misunderstood something 
you said or if you have something to add. 
 
Thank you again for your participation.  I am excited that you were a  part of the online writing 
conference program!   
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APPENDIX J:  Parent Interview Protocol 
 
Parent Exit Interview Protocol 
As you know, my name is Mrs. Adelman.  I am a student at Drexel University, and I am trying to find 
out more about middle level student writers and the use of online writing conferences.  I am going to 
ask you several  questions.  I promise that if I share the information from our interview, your name will 
not be disclosed.  In other words, you can feel free to answer honestly and know that I will not connect 
your name with your answers.  Do you have any questions? (allow for response) 
 
I have about 20  questions to ask you.  Because there are many questions,  I would like to record our 
interview to make sure that I do not forget any information that you share with me. Do you feel 
comfortable if I record our interview and take notes? (allow for response) 
 
I realize that during middle level years, students do not always share or work with their parents.  The 
Parent Questionnaire asks questions to learn more about parent perceptions related to the Online 
Writing Conference (OWC), and your child’s writing behaviors and computer use.  Answer to the best 
of your ability.  OK, I am going to begin asking you questions. If you don’t understand a question, let 
me know and I will explain it to you.   I want to thank you in advance for helping me find out more 
information about middle level student writers and their computer use.   Are you ready? (allow for 
response) 
 
WRITING BEHAVIORS  
1.  Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the amount of time your child works 
on school writing assignments at home?  Explain. 
2.  Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the amount of time your child works 
on personal writing at home?  Explain.   
3.  Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the processes (prewriting, drafting, 
revising, editing, and publishing) your child uses when writing at home?  Explain.   
4. Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the type of writing support your child 
seeks out at home?  Explain.   
5.  Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the amount of writing support or 
writing discussions your child has with someone at home? Explain. 
6.  How has your child’s participation in the online writing conference changed him / her as a 
writer? 
ATTITUDES TOWARDS WRITING 
7.  How do think your child feels about himself / herself as a writer?  Has his/her participation 
in the online writing conference impacted this?  
8.  Has your child’s participation in the online writing conference changed the way he/she 
feels about writing?  What makes you think this? 
CHARACTERISTICS OF EFFECTIVE WRITING 
9. When you think of all the ingredients that need to go into making a piece of writing 
excellent, what would those ingredients be? 
STUDENT COMPUTER USE 
10. Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the amount of time your child 
spends on the computer?   
11.  Since the OWC began, have you noticed a change in the reasons your child uses the 
computer?  Explain.   
ATTITUDES TOWARDS THE ONLINE WRITING CONFERENCE 
12.  What prompted you to allow your child to participate in the Online Writing Conference?  
Would you have allowed him / her to participate if you did not know the coordinator? 
13.  Did your child ever talk to you about the OWC? If so, what did he / she share? 
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14.  Did you ever access the group with your child?  If so, what were your impressions? 
15.  How do you feel about using an online environment for writing conferences? 
16.  Overall, how do you feel about the Online Writing Conference? 
17.  Did you lose internet service or have any computer problems during the Online Writing 
Conference? 
18.  What factors could have contributed to your child’s level of participation?  
19.  What would you change about the Online Writing Conference to make it more useful for 
student writers? 
20.  Would you allow your child to participate in an Online Writing Conference again?  Why 
or why not? 
 
I am finished asking you all of the interview questions.  Do you have any questions?  Do you 
have any comments about writing, computer use or the online writing conference that you did 
not have a chance to share?   
 
Thank you again for your participation.   
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APPENDIX K:  Writing Attitude Survey 
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APPENDIX L:  Access-Frequency Table  
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APPENDIX M:  Access-Purpose Discourse Observation Matrix 
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APPENDIX N:  Categories and Indicators for Post Content :  Access Purpose 
Category Indicators for Post Content 
Give Feedback Post is related to or mentions:  
· giving advice or opinions about a group 
member’s piece or part of a piece of 
writing. 
· providing options to reconstruct a group 
member’s piece or part of a piece of 
writing. 
· asking reflective questions to encourage 
a group member to think about a piece 
or part of a piece of writing. 
Get Feedback Post is related to or mentions:  
· requesting advice or opinions about a 
group member’s piece or part of a piece 
of writing. 
· asking for options to reconstruct a group 
member’s piece or part of a piece of 
writing. 
Request/ Share Knowledge Post is related to or mentions:  
· asking for or providing writing tips for 
the benefit of the group or member. 
· asking for or providing information on 
writing for the benefit of the group or 
member. 
· asking for or explaining a writing 
technique for the benefit of the group or 
member. 
· asking for or detailing a writing 
technique learned in class. 
· asking for or explaining requirements 
for a writing assignment. 
(not part of giving or getting feedback as post’s 
purpose is NOT to impact a specific piece or part 
of a specific piece of writing by a group member) 
Socialize Post is related to or mentions:  
· sharing social events or out-of-school 
plans 
· discussing relationships or dealings with 
friends or family members 
· providing gossip-like information 
· discussing help-requests related to other 
subject areas   
Give/Get Technical Assistance Post is related to or mentions:  
· asking for or providing assistance for 
maneuvering in the DISCUS 
environment 
· asking for or providing support for 
sending emails or using the computer for 
the OWC 
Thank Group Member/Miscellaneous Post is related to or mentions: 
· sharing topics not falling under any of 
the categories above (e.g.  saying 
“Thanks” to a peer or the guide) 
 
    321 
 
APPENDIX O:  Samples of Posts for Each Access-Purpose Category 
 
 
Mastascorer 
(Mastascorer)  
Monday, December 02, 2002 - 09:44 pm  
 
Re:Help for adim  
 
 
I really like your poem.I agree that the end needs to be 
stronger.I think you could say toes, swiming through the 
water like a school of fish.I think that would go well because it 
mixes with your poem because it is like giving me a soft and 
warm felling and i think that matches it.Also maybe you could 
add the arms and the legs because your kind of like going 
down the body parts and i think it might make it better,but i 
also like the way ir is now.  
 
Mastascorer,  
I hope that helps  
Sample “Give Feedback” Post 
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Mariabumblebee 
(Mariabumblebee)  
Tuesday, November 26, 2002 - 05:04 pm  
 
Hi everyone! I'm looking to publish this story and I 
wanted some advice about the first part of it. I thought 
it would be too long to post the whole story at once, so 
I'll give you parts of it each week.  
 
Ok, here's what I want you to do:  
1) Look for and grammer or spelling mistakes and any 
suggestions for words or sentences you'd like to see 
thought about or changed.  
2) Tell me what you thought about the overall lead and 
any suggestions you may have!  
All right, here it is!  
 
As soon as I woke up and saw that it was snowing. I 
knew that making a snowman was my first priority.  
"It's snowing!" I cheered. "My snow dance worked!" I 
put on my bathrobe and flew down the stairs.  
"Whoa! Slow down there! Where are you off to?"  
"Dad!" I was so excited that I hadn't even seen him 
there!  
"It's snowing today," Dad declared.  
"I know! Snow! Snow! Snow!" I danced around the 
room.  
"What's all the yelling about?" Mom asked, rubbing the 
sand out of her eyes.  
"Look outside, Laur!" Dad smiled.  
"Snow!" but Mom?s smile quickly faded, 
"Snow...everyone grab a shovel."  
"Aw, Mom!"  
"Oh, Laury, let the kid have some fun. Besides anything 
you shovel now will be covered again in a few hours 
anyway."  
"But, Mike, it'll turn to ice." Dad gave her an intense 
look, then tilted his head in my direction. She sighed, 
"Oh all right!"  
"Yay!" I ran upstairs to get dressed and called my friend 
Lili next door on our walkie-talkies and asked her to 
come and play.  
When I got downstairs, my new snow pants and boots 
were waiting for me.  
"Come on, Kara, put on your stuff."  
"Aw, Mom."  
But Mom finally got me to dress and right before I ran 
outside, Mom shoved a hat on my head.  
 
Thanks!  
mariabumblebee   
Sample “Get Feedback” Post  
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Nonecount 
(Nonecount)  
Tuesday, December 31, 2002 - 01:02 pm  
 
Mini-lesson on "Show not tell":  
 
Hi everyone! With Miss M., we did a mini-lesson on "Show 
not tell." Due to my absence on the day it was explained, I 
missed the lesson.  
 
Could any of you tell me about "Show not tell?"  
 
Nonecount  
 
P.S. I sort of picked up "show not tell," but I'm a little off 
track.  
Sample “Request/Share Knowledge” Post  
 
 
 
 
 
Giggles45 (Giggles45)  Friday, February 07, 2003 - 08:19 am  
 
im going to russia today~  
 
giggles45  
 
Sample “Socialize” Post   
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Nonecount (Nonecount)  Tuesday, January 28, 2003 - 07:21 pm  
 
Dear all,  
 
People have been asking about formatting.  
 
Here are formatting tips:  
 
: + ) = : + ( = : + O =  
 
Text colors:  
 
\ + name of color + { + Your text + } = T  
 
Bold, and underline  
 
Bold: \ + b + { + Your text + } = T  
 
Underlining: \ + u + { + your text + } = T  
 
Hope this helped you all! Enjoy the last time posting!  
 
Nonecount 
Sample “Give/Get Technical Assistance” Post  
 
 
 
 
 
Spontaneousmk 
(Spontaneousmk)  
Wednesday, January 08, 2003 - 09:42 pm  
 
WOW!  
 
thanx wow wow wow u guys helped sooooo much!!!!!  
 
sbqueen i m defently thinking of adding some of my 
feelings in their!  
 
adimin~ your advice was great! I want to uae ALL the 
examples you gave me, Ill have to fool around and see 
wich one fits best. and theh ryming seems like a good 
idea, i hope it works out!  
 
thanx again ill tell you what i come up w/!  
~sponmk~ 
Sample “Thank Group Member/ Miscellaneous” Post 
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Giggles45 
(Giggles45)  
Wednesday, January 29, 2003 - 08:19 pm  
  
my poem:  
 
hey admin! you told me that i should take out: cheer for the 
players as they tackle. i put that in because football starts in the 
fall and leaves come in the fall.( Ohmy gosh! i NEVER new that!!! 
hahaha) i also put it there to ryme with the onomotapea. What 
do you think i should add instead of that? any one??  
 
this is advise for admin's poem:  
 
WOW! that is the BEST poem i have ever heard!! i like it 
SOOOOO much because you used nursery rymes to describe your 
daughter. I think that you should name it something like 
NURSERY CHILD. something like that.  
 
Have you ever read the poem called MOTHER TO SON?? it is a 
really good poem about a mother giving a "speech" to her son 
about "keep climbing the stairs even if life has had splinters and 
taks in it. i mentioned this poem because it sort of reminds me of 
your poem. you should share this poem with mrs. m because it is 
a good example of what she is teaching us rite now.  
good job!  
 
feed back 4 flying:  
 
hey FC. i really like your cheesecake poem. it is soooo good you 
dont need to revise any more but for the dino poem i think that 
you still need to work on the 2 verse. ( about the dinos eating 
habit.) besides that everything is great!  
 
can anyone else help me with my poem??eally appreciate that!! 
thanx  
 
giggles  
 
p.s. what is the name of the aqua color?? 
Sample “Multipurpose” Post 
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APPENDIX P:  Categories and Indicators for Post Content:  Discourse 
Observation 
Category Indicators for Post Content 
Focus Post is related to or mentions:  
· fixing/adding the thesis statement  
· selecting or sticking to the topic/ 
problem 
· implying a central point 
· making content relevant 
· maintaining clear purpose 
· using a single point of view 
· incorporating characteristics of a 
narrative, informational or persuasive 
essay 
Content Post is related to or mentions: 
· providing sufficient information for 
the reader 
· supporting or explaining statements 
made 
· elaborating explanations or ideas 
· providing additional details, facts, 
anecdotes, opinions, reasons or 
statistics 
· adding “show not tell” description 
· developing problem, setting, or 
characters 
Organization Post is related to or mentions: 
· arranging or rearranging content 
· ordering or reordering paragraphs 
· using transitional devices 
· providing a logical order of events 
for the reader 
Style Post is related to or mentions: 
· choosing words for effect 
· considering the tone of the piece 
· hearing the author’s “voice” 
· being aware of the readers or 
audience 
· varying sentence structures and 
lengths of sentences 
Conventions Post is related to or mentions: 
· fixing grammar 
· working on mechanics (e.g.  spelling, 
capitalization, punctuation) 
· understanding usage (subject-verb 
agreement, pronoun reference) 
· forming complete sentences 
(avoiding fragments & run-ons) 
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APPENDIX Q:  Samples of Posts for Each Domain Category 
 
HA 
(Admin)  
Sunday, November 24, 2002 - 06:28 pm  
 
Not sure if your story is really about a "friendship"--I think you 
mention that it ends in friendship, but it's not the main point of the 
story. I think the first title you suggested would lead the reader to 
think it's about the friendship. Do you agree?  
 
I think it has to do with some sort of "turn around." I am thinking of 
the words change, irony (The Irony of... or The Ironic...), twist, etc. to 
represent the change in the story. The other thing that seems 
important is WHY your main character saves them. What is it about 
her that makes her stop the bullies from getting bullied? This could 
give you some title ideas.  
 
I hope this little bit helps. I'm sorry we don't have more time to think 
about it. I know you said it's due tomorrow.  
 
Let us know what ideas you come up with.  
Sample “Focus” Post  
 
 
 
Anonymous Friday, January 03, 2003 - 04:43 pm  
 
Blank Book Help  
 
Nonecount, Your story is ok but you need to take out and add some 
things. for example, when jaron and bob were talking you dont 
need to say how are you and stuff like that. i mean does it really go 
alone with the story , i mean a tornado is coming and your asking 
how people are.   
 
Things you should add are show-not-tell like Ms.M tought us.  
 
also what is a cell? you should explain it more.  
Also you should take out tornado( a twister). That might get the 
reader confused.  
 
Well i hope my oppion helps  
can anyone eles help?  
4eyes  
Sample “Content” Post 
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HA 
(Admin)  
Thursday, October 31, 2002 - 11:16 pm  
 
Response for Purple Pasta  
 
Pasta,  
I have to compliment you on really keeping me, as your reader, on the 
edge of my seat.   
 
Quick questions about the order you share your ideas:  What makes 
you start off with the two purchasing the property? How does the fact 
that this barn/home is new, relate to the killings of the 
animals/people? Why is it after J & J and their livestock? Is it haunting 
this one house?   
 
Let us know why you chose to begin with this paragraph.   
What other thoughts does anyone have for Pasta?  
Sample “Organization” Post 
 
 
Cottonell 
(Cottonell)  
Monday, November 04, 2002 - 11:10 pm  
 
Response to Horsey  
 
Hey Horsey!  
I really like how you put the sounds at the beginig to pull the 
reader in. It was a good hook. You're story is really creative. It 
was fun to read your intersting ideas. I hope your practicing for 
reading in class, could you could really make it fun if you used 
different voices and a lot of expression! Great story!  
Cottonell  
Sample “Style” Post   
 
 
Veronica 
(Veronica)  
Monday, January 20, 2003 - 07:43 pm  
 
Welcome and Reflect  
 
Hey Yall-  
 
-For the words its and it's I use this trick:  
I think of the ' in it's as the dot of the I in the is of it is (b/c 
that is what it stands for). Thats how  
I no wether to use its or it's!  
 
 
The End  
Veronica  
Sample “Conventions” Post 
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APPENDIX R:  Model and Template for Assessment of Social Presence 
 
 
SOURCE:  Reprinted with permission from Liam Rourke, Assessing s ocial presence in asynchronous 
text -based computer conferencing, 2001, Journal of Distance Education.   
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APPENDIX S:  Sample Posts with Awareness of Social Presence 
 
 
HA 
(Admin)  
Sunday, December 29, 2002 - 08:27 pm  
 
Hey, everyone. Some of you will be reading this in 2002, and others in 
2003. It is amazing that the New Year is approaching!!  
 
This is PART TWO of the Welcome & Reflect message from last week. 
If you haven't read part one yet, read that first. If you have, you 
already know how smart Giggles, Nonecount, Nastybird, and 
Flyingcucumber are. They did a great job of realizing that the memoir 
was terrible because it had no real point.  
 
I worked to write one that is hopefully better. It is considerably longer, 
but that's not what makes it better. What makes it better is the fact 
that there is a POINT to this story. It is still in draft form (I only had a 
week to work on it--I made about 3 drafts, but I don't feel it is ready 
to be published), but I think you'll agree it is much improved from the 
last one.  
 
After reading let us know: 1) How would go about taking an idea you 
have for a piece of writing and making sure it could be a story that has 
a point? 2) Once you decided this idea would "work" as a story, how 
could you get it started?  
 
 
I hope you enjoy it. It is a true story.  
 
A  
Sample “Social Presence” Post A 
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Spontaneousmk 
(Spontaneousmk)  
Wednesday, January 29, 2003 - 08:25 pm  
  
hey all,  
 
I have been having some trouble with this peom I 
am working on for school:  
 
Walkin alone,  
its cold  
dark  
dreary  
 
then i listen  
to the real rythm of the city.  
 
I'm not alone  
The city feels  
jazzy  
warm  
by the time I'm home my toes are tappin'  
fingers snappin'  
 
If you listen you can here it too,  
the city rythm  
just  
listen  
listen  
listen  
 
thanx! and if you are having any trouble w/a 
piece of writing please post it!  
~mk~  
Sample “Social Presence” Post B 
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